READING 
THE PAST 


READING 
THE PAST 


Ancient Writing from 
Cuneiform to the Alphabet 


Introduced by J.T. Hooker 





NEW YORK 


Cover Pictures 


Left: Votive offering for the cure of a leg. Roman period. 
BM GR 1867.5-8.117 


Centre: Columns of painted hieroglyphs, part of a religious 
text. Fragment from the tomb of King Seti r, Valley of the Kings, 
Thebes. Nineteenth Dynasty, c.1300 Bc. BM 5610 


Right: A tablet of the Jemdet Nasr period. BM 116730 


Copyright © 1990 by The Trustees of the British Museum 


This edition published by Barnes & Noble, Inc., 
by arrangement with The British Museum Company Limited 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any 
manner whatsoever without the written permission of the Publisher. 


1998 Barnes & Noble Books 
ISBN 0-76070-726-X 
Prihted and bound in the United States of America 


98 99 000102M 987654321 


RRDC 


Contents 


Introduction J. T. Hooker 6 
Cuneiform C. B. F. Walker 15 
Egyptian Hieroglyphs W. V. Davies 75 
Linear B John Chadwick 137 
The Early Alphabet John F. Healey 197 
Greek Inscriptions B. F. Cook 259 
Etruscan Larissa Bonfante 321 


Index 379 


Introduction 
J. T. Hooker 


The six books brought together in this volume explore in detail specific stages 
in the story of writing, with special emphasis on the decipherment of ancient 
scripts, which has added so greatly to our knowledge of past civilisations. The 
purpose of the introduction is to explore the subject of ‘writing’ and to provide 
a link between the six individual contributions which follow. 

The human race has adopted four main methods of making records or 
communicating information: pictograms, word-signs, syllabic signs and the 
alphabet. As we shall see, two or more of these could function together within 
the same system. This list is not meant to imply a hierarchy, with the alphabet at 
the culminating point. So-called ‘primitive’ societies using pictographs may be 
just as complex in their modes of thought as users of other methods but it is a 
different order of complexity. Pictographs have been used chiefly by hunting or 
farming communities, the best-documented examples being those of the North 
American Indians. The other methods have evolved in more complex 
economies with more advanced technology — usually therefore in an urban 
environment. There is a further, crucial difference between the pictographic 
method and the rest. Pictographs have no linguistic reference of any kind; they 
depict an event, or convey a message, by means of a series of drawings. Such a 
medium can hardly be called writing. 

But although pictographs may not in themselves amount to writing, it has 
been argued that they may have led to true writing through a process of 
selection and organisation. Another view, equally strongly held, is that the next 
stage, word-signs, arose as a new independent invention and was not developed 
from pictographs. It would be unwise to maintain either dogmatically but we 
do know that at least int Egypt a royal victory was recorded by means of 
pictographs to which word-signs are appended. The Narmer Palette (c.3000 8c) 
is the most splendid of such monuments (p. 111) and included both a late stage 
of pictography and an incipient use of word-signs. 

The origin of the word-signs bears upon another contentious question: was 
a system of word-signs perfected only once, in Sumer, and subsequently 
borrowed by the Egyptians and the Chinese; or did the idea arise independently 
in different regions? For reasons given by C. B. F. Walker, pp. 19—21, it appears 


INTRODUCTION 


possible that the earliest writing did not emerge in Sumer at all, but in regions to 
the east or north-west. Sumer could still, in theory, have been the centre from 
which writing spread to China and Egypt. That, however, is unlikely since it 
would imply that the Egyptians and Chinese, with their aptitude for the higher 
arts of civilisation, were incapable of devising a simple series of signs in which a 
round disc stood for ‘sun’, an animal's head for ‘sheep’, and countless others. 
The truly remarkable feature of early writing is not the creation of a system of 
word-signs (‘logograms’), nor even their more sophisticated use to express 
abstractions, whereby a disc could signify the verbs ‘shine’ or ‘be hot’ as well as 
the noun 'sun', and so on. Far more striking is the next stage in Sumer, Egypt, 
and China. It became not merely desirable, but imperative, to incorporate 
elements of the spoken language: by this means, writing expressed grammatical 
relationships, which could never be indicated by logograms alone. 

In China, as in Egypt, writing is early connected with royal ideology. The 
writing-system of the Shang Dynasty (c.1500—1027 sc) has no known 
antecedents. It is represented by short texts on bronze vessels and oracle-bones, 
the latter conveying questions put by kings to their ancestors. The literature of 
the Zhou Dynasty (1027 8c-256 AD), including the works of Confucius, is 
known principally from later copies; there are, however, inscriptions on metal 
and stone and on strips of wood or bamboo. The entire system was overhauled 
and simplified in the third century Bc. A further revolution was brought about 
by the invention of a brush made of hair, later by the introduction of paper. The 
‘regular script’, written with brush on paper, in which each sign occupied the 
same area, formed the basis of printing (eighth century AD). The script was 
regarded as an art-form in its own right, closely allied to painting. Its use down 
to the present day is an assurance of cultural continuity; but it also provides a 
practical means of communication among speakers of widely different Chinese 
dialects. 

Tbe cultural ascendancy of China in her Imperial period had a great impact 
on neighbouring peoples. In Korea, Chinese writing became dominant by the 
end of the fourth century ap. After some attempts to use a simplified version of 
the Chinese system for the writing of Korean, King Sejong promulgated a new 
alphabet of 28 characters, the shape of each being systematically related to its 
pronunciation (1446 AD). Japan followed another path. There, too, a problem 
arose with the adaptation of Chinese script to write a different language. The 
solution was to choose a number of Chinese signs, the sound-value of which 
was approximately that of syllables in Japanese. This ‘syllabic’, or kana, system 
was developed in the ninth century Ap, but, from the outset, kana writing was 
confined to the grammatical elements of Japanese, while the basic vehicles of 
meaning, the nouns and verbs, were represented by Chinese signs (Ranji). This 
mixed kana-kanji script still persists; no cure for its unwieldiness has yet 
become widely accepted. 

The scripts of China, Sumer, and Egypt differ so greatly in outward 
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appearance that they might seem to have little in common. But in fact, despite 
many variations in detail, they all developed in much the same way, with 
respect to their internal structure. So did a number of other Bronze Age systems, 
such as the Linear B of Crete and Greece (15th-13th centuries Bc) and 
‘Hieroglyphic Hittite’ (Asia Minor and Syria, 15th—8th centuries Bc). 

When scribes first used a logogram to represent not a word but a syllable of 
their own language, they made the most important advance in the history of 
writing. Working for the most part on the ‘rebus-principle’ explained by 
W. V. Davies, p. 103, they raised two theoretical possibilites: the representation 
of each syllable by one sign and the exclusive use of syllabic signs. These possi- 
bilities were rarely realised, owing partly to the nature of the languages being 
written, partly to conservatism (or even obscurantism) on the part of the scribes. 

In Chinese, for instance, every word is monosyllabic, thus creating an ideal 
climate for the development of a syllabic script. But, on the other hand, many 
words are ‘homophones’, i.e. their pronunciation is the same, except that they 
have different ‘tones’. A fully syllabic script is not satisfactory for the writing of 
such a language, and some means had to be found of distinguishing the various 
homophones. The Chinese method involved the use of a ‘determinative’, that is, 
a logogram (or part of a logogram) with its original significance as a word-sign 
and indicating the broad area of meaning to which the word belongs. The 
structure of the Chinese signs in ‘regular script’ was such that a determinative 
could easily be attached to a syllabic sign: the two parts thereafter forming an 
indivisible whole. 

The Chinese system, combining logograms with syllabic + determinative 
signs, is paralleled in Sumer and Egypt, although there the scribes did not 
physically incorporate the determinatives into the syllabic signs; in both 
regions, the scripts comprised a mixture of logograms, syllabograms, and 
determinatives: these are distinguished by function, not by their outward form. 
The syllables, however, came to be represented somewhat differently in Egypt 
and in Sumer. In the Sumerian script it was essential to indicate the vocalic 
component of a syllable, whereas in Egypt the syllable was often reduced to its 
consonantal ‘skeleton’, with the vowel(s) left to be understood by the reader. 
These consonantal signs, discussed by Davies on pp. 103-4, do not form a true 
alphabet: they still represent syllables, even though the vowels are usually not 
marked. The Akkadian language, like Egyptian, is built up from a number of 
consonantal roots, and in consequence the Akkadian scribes had to make many 
modifications in the usage of Sumerian Cuneiform in order to write their own 
language (Walker, pp. 28-9). 

Further changes still were needed to adapt Sumero-Akkadian Cuneiform to 
Hittite and other languages. Even when used as a vehicle for Hittite (an Indo- 
European language), the Cuneiform system retained Sumerian logograms and 
determinatives and many Akkadian elements spelt syllabically, the latter often 
mingled with Hittite forms. 
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Hittite Cuneiform is known only from the clay tablets at Boghazkóy, and not 
later than the end of the Empire (c.1200 Bc). Another script, ‘Hieroglyphic 
Hittite’, had a more widespread use and a longer life. It looks far more 
naturalistic than Cuneiform; but its signs, just like those of Cuneiform, can be 
classed as logograms, determinatives, and syllabograms. Many words are spelt 
by means of a logogram followed by a phonetic ‘complement’, which indicates 
the grammatical ending. But sometimes the logogram is accompanied by 
syllabic signs spelling out the whole word. We thus have a species of *double 
writing’, not entirely unknown in Sumerian Cuneiform: a word is fully 
expressed in two different forms, the logographic and the syllabic. Such ‘double 
writing’ is common in the Linear B system of the Minoans and Mycenaeans. 
In Linear B, a word written syllabically is followed by a logogram conveying 
the same meaning; but a logogram may also function as a kind of determina- 
tive (details in J. Chadwick, pp. 156-7; he prefers the term ‘ideogram’ to 
‘logogram’). 

We turn now from the logographic-syllabic principle to the alphabetic, i.e. 
the systematic representation of the individual sounds of a language. 

Two adaptations of Cuneiform may be mentioned first. In the second 
millennium BC, some thirty signs were arbitrarily selected from the Cuneiform 
repertory and used for the writing of the Semitic language of Ugarit on the 
Syrian coast. Much later (6th—4th centuries BC) a completely different selection 
was made for a completely different language, Old Persian. The Persian script, 
often called an alphabet, is really a mixture of alphabetic and syllabic elements, 
with one or two logograms. Neither the Ugaritic nor the Persian script had any 
descendants. 

In the early history and diffusion of the alphabet strictly so called, the 
Phoenicians are crucially important. Living on the coast of modern Lebanon 
and Syria, they were renowned traders and colonisers. Their language, like 
Hebrew, is a variety of ‘North-west’ Semitic (Akkadian belonging to the 
eastern branch). Short texts in Phoenician script are known from about 1000 
BC, or even carlier. By this time, the script already displays a definitive order of 
twenty-two consonantal signs. It is a matter of dispute (not easy to resolve) 
whether this system is a genuine alphabet or a syllabary, with each sign 
representing ‘consonant + vowel’ (vowel-quality being determined by the 
context). The origin of the script is likewise disputed. The suggestion that the 
Protosinaitic script formed a link between Egyptian and Phoenician is discussed 
by Davies, pp. 129—132. Even if the Protosinaitic script did play a part, a place 
in the development of the Phoenician system should also be found for some of 
the other, poorly-attested scripts known from Palestine in the second 
millennium Bc. : 

In the course of their seafaring, the Phoenicians made contact with other 
peoples living on the borders of the Mediterranean. Among these were the 
Greeks, who in the ninth century Bc began their own great expansion. Now 
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Greek writing (attested, though very sparsely, as early as c.750 sc) closely 
resembles the Phoenician script, the salient difference being that the Greeks 
used signs for vowels, either by altering the sound-value of certain Phoenician 
signs or by introducing new signs. These facts are often explained on the 
assumption of a single act of borrowing by Greeks at a specific place (perhaps 
Al Mina in Syria) and at a specific time (perhaps early eighth century Bc) (cf. 
Cook, pp. 265-6). However, another view is that there were several Greek 
alphabets, not one, and that these differ in ways difficult of explanation if they 
were derived from a single model. Different parts of the Greek world may 
therefore have made their borrowing at different times. Nor need the 
borrowing have taken place in the Semitic-speaking area. The discovery of a 
Phoenician inscription in Crete (c.900 Bc) raises the possibility that at least 
some Greeks learnt Phoenician writing in their own homeland and began to 
make an experimental alphabet in the ninth century. 

These and related problems are considered in J. F. Healey's contribution on 
the Early Alphabet, p. 196. A final solution is not yet possible, although the 
passing years bring more and more information about the emergence of the 
Greck alphabet, as one may see by comparing the original publication of 
L. H. Jeffery's Local Scripts of Archaic Greece (1961) with its revision (1990). 

The statement that the Greeks had ‘become literate’ by the late eighth 
century BC, while strictly true, needs considerable modification if it is not to 
mislead. The truth is, rather, that some people in some cities could read and 
write: no doubt a higher percentage in democracies than in other regimes, 
and higher in commercial centres than in rural backwaters. The vast range 
of subject-matter found on public and private monuments is illustrated in 
B. F. Cook's section on Greek Inscriptions. Greek culture did not enter its fully 
literate phase until the fifth century Bc: the History of Herodotus (c.430) shows 
oral habits of thought and expression giving way to written modes. 

The Greeks gave to their Roman conquerors so much of their thought, 
literature, and art that it is customary to speak of a ‘Greco-Roman’ period, at 
least in the cultural domain. But the gift of writing had already been transmitted 
by a more circuitous route. The Greek expansion of the Archaic age, already 
referred to, affected parts of Italy, where several derivatives of the western 
Greek alphabet are known. Among these is Etruscan, in north-west Italy, 
surveyed by Larissa Bonfante in the last section of this book. In order to write 
their own language (which is unlike either Greek or Latin), the Etruscans were 
using an alphabet early in the seventh century BC, adapted from the Greek 
model just as the Greek had been adapted from the Phoenician. The Etruscan 
language was written in its own script until the beginning of the Roman Empire 
(27 Bc); but long before that it had been eclipsed in importance by Latin, the 
speech of Latium in central Italy. According to a common view, the Latin 
alphabet was, in its turn, a direct adaptation from the Etruscan; but other Italic 
alphabets, themselves also based on Greek, may have helped the process. 
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The principal stages in the evolution of the Latin alphabet before the 
Imperial period were these. C, the curved form of Greek gamma, at first 
represented g (the sound of gamma) and k; during the third century Bc the 
variant G was introduced for g, C being reserved for k. C and CN were, 
however, retained as abbreviations of the praenomina Gaius and Gnaeus 
respectively. In the order of the alphabet, G replaced Z, which had been 
dropped as redundant to the needs of Latin. The Greek aspirates phi, theta, and 
khi were spelt P (or B), T, and C respectively; H was added in the second 
century BC, as in the modern spelling. As a result of these developments, the 
Latin alphabet in the time of Cicero (106—43 BC) consisted of twenty-one letters: 


ABCDEFGHIKLMNOPQRSTVX 


Y and Z were later added at the end, to spell Greek upsilon and zeta. Further 
reforms in the first century AD had no lasting effect. 

The so-called monumental script, brought to perfection at the beginning of 
the Empire, flourished in the first two centuries of the Christian era. The 
square-shaped, regular letters, deep cutting, and careful preparation by 
outlining and ruling, produced a means of writing on stone which was not 
subsequently rivalled for clarity and dignity. Lesser public inscriptions tended 
to take a more flowing shape, reflecting the brush-drawn letters of an earlier 
age. Co-existing with these styles were the cursive (a kind of handwriting on 
materials other than stone) and the uncial, a rounded version of the monu- 
mental: in the uncial script, the letter V took on the shape of U c.200 Ap. 

A great diversity of material from the Roman period is still available for 
study but, of course, Roman writing holds interest for us not only for its own 
sake but because of its descendants, notably the minuscule (lower-case) letters 
which came into use in western Europe in the seventh century ap. The 
predominance of this system in large parts of the modern world is self-evident; 
but it does not prevail everywhere, partly because it is inadequate for the 
representation of certain languages (Arabic, Chinese, Japanese), partly because 
other languages (Greek, Russian) already have adequate alphabets of their 
own. On the other hand, the ever-increasing use of English as an international 
language seems bound to encourage the further spread of the Roman-based 
alphabet. 

In the case of Latin and Greek, known alphabets spell known languages; the 
Etruscan alphabet is known, but the underlying language is only now being 
elucidated; there is also the situation, all too common with earlier systems long 
out of use, in which both script and language were completely obscure. Three 
examples of the last type are represented in this book: Cuneiform, Egyptian 
Hieroglyphs, and Linear B. 

These scripts presented different problems, and consequently different 
methods had to be devised in their decipherment; but one or two remarks may 
be made which apply to all of them. In the first place, an essential condition for 
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any decipherment is that there should be an understanding of the scope and 
nature of the inscriptions in question. Again, it is only rarely that a single person 
is responsible for the entire course of a decipherment from start to finish. More 
often, a decipherment is built upon an accumulation of knowledge of various 
kinds, historical, linguistic, and archaeological. Lacking such a stock of facts, 
mere ‘flair’ is of little avail — or, rather, it leads only to unverifiable hypotheses. 
But it is also true that, without the flair of such men as Rawlinson, Ventris, and 
Champollion, no amount of erudition would suffice to solve the outstanding 
problems. 

As noted above, it is a property of the Linear B script that the subject-matter 
is usually indicated by logograms. These impose a check, of some rigour, upon 
any decipherment. In his approach to the script, Ventris followed two paths, 
more or less simultaneously. On the one hand he established a pattern of 
grammatical inflections by analysing the contents of inscriptions of similar 
type. On the other, he worked out the phonetic equivalents for the signs by 
constructing a ‘grid’, showing which signs shared the same vowel and which 
shared the same consonant. The convergence of these two methods (neither, in 
itself, original with Ventris) led to a successful decipherment: by applying the 
phonetic values of his ‘grid’ to the grammatical endings, Ventris showed that 
the basic language of the Linear B texts was an early form of Greck. 

In an important respect, the Linear B inscriptions are less misleading than 
Hieroglyphic or Cuneiform. The writer of a Linear B text commonly demar- 
cated the phonetic from the logographic components: hence the prospective 
decipherer is in no danger of confusing the two. But all Hieroglyphic signs have 
a naturalistic appearance, whatever their function within the system may be; 
conversely, all Cuneiform signs are built up from the characteristic *wedges' 
and so fail to reveal whether they are playing a phonetic, a logographic, or a 
determinative role. 

Champollion's decipherment of Hieroglyphic proceeded from his grasp of a 
fundamental concept: that, despite the naturalistic appearance of the Hiero- 
glyphs, the phonetic character of many of them held good not only in the 
‘cartouches’ containing royal names and titles but in much of the rest of the 
system. In how much it was Champollion's task, and his achievement, to 
determine. Moreover, despite the monumentality of the Hieroglyphs and their 
virtually unchanging aspect over long ages, script and language did evolve, and 
in time the scribes acquired new habits, sometimes representing a concept 
phonetically, sometimes by means of logograms, sometimes by blending the 
two. All these peculiarities Champollion came to appreciate in their essentials. 
He used, but did not rely exclusively upon, the ‘triscript’ on the Rosetta Stone, 
which gave the same text first in Hieroglyphs, then in Egyptian Demotic, finally 
in Greek. The Stone formed one of his sources of comparison, which embraced 
a larger amount of material than had been exploited by his predecessors. 

Entry into the Cuneiform scripts was effected by way of the Persian 
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*alphabet', mentioned earlier. The problems presented by this alphabet were 
not solved within a short time, or by a single person. The establishment of a 
plausible context enabled Grotefend to take the first step. This he did by 
analysing some short inscriptions which, he argued, were likely to contain royal 
names and genealogies. Since the names and affiliations of the Achaemenid 
kings of Persia were already known, Grotefend could make some progress 
towards reconstructing the sound-values of the alphabet. But not until the 
Persian language was better understood, and integrated into the Indo-European 
family, were Lassen and finally Rawlinson able to allocate a value to each 
character. Rawlinson achieved virtually a complete decipherment, on the basis 
of which he translated much of the extant texts. And this decipherment offered 
the possibility of understanding the older Cuneiform scripts as well, because 
some of the Persian inscriptions were accompanied by the same text written in 
Babylonian Cuneiform. The parallel texts were sufficiently close for Rawlinson 
and others to gain an insight into the reading of Babylonian. Their realisation 
that a syllabary of some complexity was in question, also that many logo- 
graphic elements were present beside the syllabic, was equal in importance, and 
in brilliance, to Champollion's insight into the structure of the Egyptian 
Hieroglyphs. 

We may be sure that new scripts, and perhaps new languages, will be 
discovered in the future, presenting fresh opportunities to the decipherer and 
the linguist. Their work (we hope) will interest not merely scholars but 
everyone concerned with the intellectual and social history of mankind. 
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1 Neo-Babylonian stone monument commemorating Adad-etir and his son 
Marduk-balassu-iqbi. BM 90834. 
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Author’s Note 


Archaeologists and historians alike have tended to be quite inconsistent in their use of 
place names, ancient or modern. So, to avoid confusion, I have kept to the ancient names 
where known, giving the modern names in brackets where common usage has made 
them well known. Since much of the subject matter is common to the civilisations of 
Sumer, Babylon and Assyria I frequently use the term Mesopotamia to cover all three. 

Assyrian and Babylonian are both dialects of the Akkadian language, and I use all 
three terms. Transliterations of Akkadian are printed in italic script, while Sumerian is 
printed in Roman upper or lower case, and translations are printed in quotes. 
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1 
Origin and Development 


Pictographs 

Writing was invented in order to record business activities in the early Near East. With 
the growth of centralised economies the officials of palaces and temples needed to be 
able to keep track of the amounts of grain and numbers of sheep and cattle which were 
entering or leaving their stores and farms. It was impossible to rely on a man's memory 
for every detail, and a new method was needed to keep reliable records. 

When man first began to write he wrote not with pen and ink on paper but by 
scratching signs on to damp clay with a pointed stick or reed. The raw materials were 
readily available in the river valleys of the Near East and cost little effort to prepare. 
Clay can be easily worked into a suitably flat shape for writing on while moist, and if left 
to dry in the sun after being inscribed will soon be hard enough to stand up to consider- 
able wear and tear. 

On the very earliest texts pictures (sometimes called pictographs) were drawn on 
damp clay using a pointed tool. But quite soon the scribes found it was quicker to 
produce a stylised representation of an object by making a few marks in the clay rather 
than attempt an artistic impression by naturalistic drawing in straight or curving lines. 
These stylised representations then had to be standardised so that everyone could recog- 
nise them. Since the scribes were no longer trying to be great artists the drawing instru- 
ment did not have to be finely pointed but could be blunt or flat. The end of the wooden 
or reed stylus, which struck the clay first, made a wider mark than the shaft, and so came 
into being the typical wedge-shaped impression after which this writing system became 
known — cuneiform (from the Latin word cuneus meaning wedge). Many early tablets 
show a mixture of signs drawn and written in cuneiform. 

Until quite recently the theory presented in most books on Mesopotamian 
archaeology was that writing was invented in southern Iraq c. 3000 Bc, or slightly earlier, 
perhaps by a Sumerian living in Uruk. Whether or not he was Sumerian is uncertain 
since the very earliest texts of all are purely pictographic (picture writing) and without 
phonetic indications to show which language is being written. The suggestion that he 
lived in Uruk was based on the facts that the earliest evidence for writing was found 
there and that by 3000 sc the city had already enjoyed a long history. 

Today the picture looks rather different. Evidence for early stages of writing in the 
form of tablets inscribed with numbers only, sometimes also bearing seal impressions, . 
has been found not only at Uruk but also at Nineveh in Iraq, at Susa, Choga Mish and 
Godin Tepe in western Iran, and at Tell Brak and Habuba Kabira in north Syria; most of 
these can be dated to the later fourth millennium Bc. Next, two tablets from Tell Brak, 2 
found in 1984, depict a goat and a sheep, each accompanied by the number 10. They are 
quite as primitive as anything from Uruk; if anything they may even be earlier, since they 
show the whole of the animals, whereas pictures on the earliest tablets from Uruk show 
only the heads of animals. In the east the pictographic texts found at Susa. known as 
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Above The Middle East. 





Left Babylonia. 

1 El-Amarna 24 Tall-i-Malyan 
2 Lachish 25 Persepolis 

3 Jerusalem 26 Pasargadae 
4 Damascus 27 Eshnunna 

5 Ugarit 28 Baghdad 

6 Ebla 29 Sippar 

7 Alalakh 30 Tell ed-Der 
8 Aleppo 31 Jemdet Nasr 
9 Habuba Kabira 32 Kish 

10 Til Barsip 33 Babylon 

11 Hattusas 34 Borsippa 

12 Kanesh 35 Abu Salabikh 
13 Brak 36 Nippur 

14 Mari 37 isin 

15 Nineveh 38 Puzrish-Dagan 
16 Kalhu 39 Adab 

17 Ashur 40 Shuruppak 
18 Nuzi 41 Umma 

19 Behistun 42 Girsu 
20 Godin Tepe 43 Lagash 

21 Susa 44 Uruk 

22 Dur-Untash 45 Larsa 

23 Choga Mish 46 Ur 
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2 Pictographic tablets from Tell Brak. 


proto-Elamite, appear in an archaeological level which shows marked differences from 
the previous level, suggesting the arrival of a new cultural group, and since these proto- 
Elamite texts have now been found as far east as Seistan on the border of Afghanistan, it 
may be that the script was invented on the Iranian plateau. Study of the early Uruk texts 
themselves has also suggested that they are dependent on an earlier tradition of pictogra- 
phy which has not yet been found or identified. Thus it is beginning to look as if we 
should think in terms of the invention of writing as being a gradual process, accom- 
plished over a wide area, rather than the product of a single Sumerian genius. 

In practice any meaningful discussion has to start with the tablets found at Uruk in the 
early archaeological level known as Uruk IV and a slightly later group found in Uruk III. 
Contemporary with the Uruk III tablets are tablets from Jemdet Nasr to the north and 31 
the proto-Elamite tablets from Susa. Historically the Uruk IV—III levels date to c. 3300 — 
2900 sc. There are both similarities and differences between the tablets from Uruk and 
Jemdet Nasr and those from Susa, but while the Uruk and Jemdet Nasr tablets are 
regarded as the beginning of writing in Sumerian, the Susa tablets are seen as the first 
examples of the still little-understood Elamite language. 


3 A proto-Elamite tablet. 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. 
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gin/gub $ $ gisimmar 
walk/stand date-palm 





4 Table of cuneiform signs showing for each sign the pictographic form (c. 3000 Bc), an early 
cuneiform representation (c. 2400 Bc), and the Late Assyrian form (c. 650 Bc), now turned through 
90 degrees, with the Sumerian phonetic equivalent and meaning. 
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The inscriptions on these early tablets consist of brief economic records or lists of 
signs for the instruction of trainee scribes. The signs are mostly pictographic: that is to 4 
say the sign for an ox looks like an ox's head, the sign for barley looks like an ear of 
barley, and the sign for a day is a picture of the sun coming up over the horizon. The 
pictures quickly take on a cuneiform appearance and are regularly accompanied by 
numbers, which is enough to suggest that the texts were economic (receipts, delivery 
notes or inventories). An intensive study of all these early texts by a team from the 
University of Berlin from a mathematical point of view is slowly producing a better 
understanding of the meaning of the texts and the nature of the underlying economic 
system, although we are still a long way from being able to read the texts rather than 
interpret them. 

Eighty-five per cent of the tablets from the early levels at Uruk are economic and are 
concerned with the income and outgoings of the city's temples in terms of food, live- 
stock and textiles. Remarkably, it has been possible to identify a large number of place 
names known from the later history of Sumer, mostly within the vicinity of Uruk, but 
including Kish and Eshnunna to the north, Aratta (somewhere in the mountains of Iran), 
and Dilmun (modern Bahrein). Fifteen per cent of the texts are lexical lists, including the 
names of various commodities, animals and officials. These lists were presumably 
compiled to establish and teach a definitive system of writing recognisable to every 
scribe. Significantly, exactly the same lists can be found from six hundred years later, 
showing the strength of the tradition. This continuity has been a great help in identi- 
fying many of the early signs which would otherwise have been quite unintelligible. 
Popular books on cuneiform have tended to give the impression that identifying the 
early signs is easy; in fact things are not so simple. Pictures of an ox or an ear of barley are 
identifiable, but there are many signs which we cannot yet explain as pictures even when 
by working back from the later lexical lists we are able to establish their meaning. 

As soon as we are able to read the texts intelligibly, we are confronted by another 
difficulty. The early texts are not written in neat lines with every sign in the appropriate 
order — that came later — but with all the signs for each sense unit (or sentence) grouped 
together in a box (see front cover). The correct order in which to read the signs is thus a 
matter of interpretation. 


Syllabic writing 
The texts from Uruk and Jemdet Nasr, although slowly changing from a pictorial toa — 31 
more linear or cuneiform script, are still largely logographic, that is to say that they use 
one sign or sign-group for each term or concept without adding grammatical elements. 
Even the nature of a transaction is not always clear; are the sheep being brought into or 
out of the temple? We do not know. In any case how could they tell us? Drawing an ox’s 
head to represent an ox is straightforward. But how do you say that the ox is live or 
dead? How do you record that it has come or gone? And how do you record the name of 
the person who brought or took it? To communicate these things effectively you need to 
do more than draw pictures. You have to be able to express ideas. You have to be able to 
record a spoken language. The alphabet was not invented until 1,500 years later, so the 
first scribes used syllables instead. 

This syllabic stage of the script's development is known from a group of texts from 
Ur corresponding to the archaeological levels Early Dynastic I-II (c. 2800 Bc). In these 5 
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5 An archaic tablet from Ur, 
c. 2900—2600 5c; 

deliveries of barley and 

meal to a temple. 

BM 128897. 


6 (Opposite) A tablet of the Fara 
type (c. 2600 Bc); a record of 
numbers of workmen. 

BM 21014. 





texts we find the first identifiable use of purely phonetic elements and grammar, and as 
soon as we are able to identify the use of syllables in the cuneiform script we encounter 
the Sumerian language. The Sumerians may have been responsible for introducing 
writing at Uruk, but it cannot be proved. Because the script does not perfectly suit all the 
sounds which linguistic experts find in Sumerian, it has been suggested that the 
cuneiform script was devised by another people. In any case their origins are uncertain, 
and they have in the past been thought of as invaders from the eastern mountains. On the 
other hand the relative cultural continuity in the late Uruk period has suggested to 
others that the Sumerians were there all along. 


$3» De YD PID 4e 


g gü/gu; ^ gü/fgu gu, ti ud 

In Sumerian the word for barley is $e (pronounced 'she' as in shepherd), so the sign for 
barley also became the sign for the syllable $e. The Sumerian for ox is gu; but the word 
for thread is also gu, so already you have two possible ways of writing the sound gu. 
There are, in fact, some fourteen ways of writing gu, so for convenience we (but not the 
ancient Sumerians) mark thread as gu and ox as gu4. The word for arrow is ti, but 
so is the word for life, so to write ‘life’ you need only write the sign for arrow. The word 
for mouth is ka (represented as a head with the teeth clearly marked), but the sign ka is 
also used for the idea of shouting, which is again gu (gu; or gù); so the sign KA already 
has two values, ka and gu; (and in fact it can also be used for zú ‘tooth’, du,, ‘speak’, and 
inim ‘word’). Combining a syllable formed of consonant + vowel (like gu) with one 
formed from vowel + consonant (like ud ‘day’) allows you to make a closed syllable, 
gu-ud. In this way you can make up any combination of vowels and consonants, so long 
as you do not want to put more than two consonants together (no Sumerian cartoonist 
could write ‘Psst!’). The principle of using several signs to represent the same sound (gu) 
is called homophony, and giving one sign several values (like KA) is called polyphony. 
Both principles are fundamental features of cuneiform writing throughout its 3,000 
year history. 

The early stages of Sumerian writing represented by tablets from Uruk, Jemdet Nasr 
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and Ur contain no historical material and generally fall outside the scope of historical 
discussion, being dated solely by archaeological considerations. The only history avail- 
able for this period is in the form of a later tradition listing kings who lived before the 
Flood. With the next group of material we enter recorded history in what is known as the 
Early Dynastic period (II — III). Enmebaragesi, king of Kish (c. 2600 BC), is the first man 
known to be commemorated by his own inscription (to be seen in the Iraq Museum, 
Baghdad). Roughly contemporary with him are the tablets from Shuruppak (Fara), 6 
known in Sumerian literature as the home of the Sumerian Flood-hero Ziusudra. The — 32 
tablets from Fara and the slightly later archives from Abu Salabikh and Ebla (in Syria) 
show the gradual development of the Sumerian script both in the form of the signs and in 
the flexibility of its use. 

From these three cities come the first major groups of literary texts, including what 
one might call the first autographs in history, tablets on which the scribes have recorded 
their own names. The tablets from Abu Salabikh and Ebla show that literature and the 
study of cuneiform vocabulary were already highly developed. Slightly later again come 
the administrative archives from Girsu (Tello) and with these we also have a wealth of — 39 
historical inscriptions to complete the setting. The Early Dynastic III period ends with 
the accession of Sargon of Akkad (2334—2279 sc), and the beginning of a strong Ak- 
kadian influence in politics and language. The Akkadian language is discussed below, 
but we should consider now one fundamental change in the writing system which seems 
to have taken place late in the Early Dynastic period — the change in the direction of 
writing. 
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The direction of the script 

The pictographs on the earliest tablets are clearly meant to be read as naturalistic 
pictures. But when one traces their development through time it becomes apparent that 
at some point they have been turned through ninety degrees so that they are lying on 
their backs. The same applies to the overall direction of the script. The Uruk and Jemdet 
Nasr texts are mostly written on slightly elongated tablets, wider than they are high. The 
signs are disposed randomly within squares or rectangles. The rectangles are arranged 
in rows to be read from right to left, and when one row is filled a new row is started 
beneath it. When the front of the tablet is full up, the tablet is turned left to right and the 
back of the tablet is inscribed in the same manner but starting from the bottom up. In 
contrast by 2000 sc tablets are mostly higher than they are wide, and are inscribed with 
the signs written in order from left to right in long lines. In many cases there is only a 
single column of script on each face of the tablet, although on some Sumerian texts of 
the Ur IH period (2112—2004 sc) there can be up to eleven columns on each side. 

It had been thought that the change in direction of the script took place as early as the 
Jemdet Nasr period. It was also suggested that the change arose because scribes writing 
from right to left found they were smudging their handiwork; practical experience in 
writing cuneiform on clay shows, however, that with good quality clay very little 
smudging takes place and a conscious effort is needed to erase signs. More importantly, 
there are historical arguments against an early change in the direction of writing. Until 
the middle of the second millennium most stone monuments and all inscribed cylinder 
seals preserve the archaic direction of script. So in reading the inscription on the great 
law code of Hammurapi one has to hold one's head down on the right shoulder. The 
direction of the script is obviously intended to preserve an ancient tradition, but it could 
hardly have become traditional if the direction of writing had changed already in the 
Jemdet Nasr period before any monumental inscriptions had been written. 

The late Adam Falkenstein argued for a change at the end of the Early Dynastic period 
since some of the tablets from Girsu dated to that period have drawings of animals 
which can only be viewed the right way up if the script is read as in early times. This 
seems to be a forceful argument, although there is at least one stone monument from the 
late Early Dynastic (BM 117936 in the British Museum) which shows three standing 
figures and an inscription (still only partly legible) which must be read in the later 
direction (horizontally). There is another small point which seems to have been over- 
looked up to now. The earliest tablets inscribed in a single column date to the time of 
Lugalzagesi, king of Uruk, the contemporary and predecessor of Sargon. This too 
suggests that the change had taken place shortly before. What induced it and how it was 
imposed remain obscure. One consequence was a reduction in the variety of wedges used 
to form signs. When read from the direction later customary, many signs used on Early 
Dynastic tablets have wedges pointing vertically upwards. From Old Akkadian times 
on, these wedges are almost entirely eliminated, so that the heads of wedges appear only 
at the top or the left side of a sign. 
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7 A tablet of the time of Lugalzagesi, 
king of Uruk (2340—2316 sc). BM 114362. 





It may be that the change seemed less significant to the ancient scribes than it does to 
us. Writing on a small tablet with the tablet held in one hand and the stylus held in the 
other is a two-handed operation, turning the tablet to impress wedges in different 
directions. Thus the scribes would have become used to seeing their writing from more 
than one angle. At all events the scribes of the Ur III and Old Babylonian periods must 
have been well accustomed to reading public monuments inscribed in the older direc- 
tion. Today scholars are so familiar with the later direction of the script that most early 
tablets are published and exhibited the wrong way round. 


Sumerian and Akkadian 

So far the cuneiform script has been discussed only with reference to Sumerian. From 
the mid-third millennium onwards it was also used to write the Akkadian language in 
southern Mesopotamia and the Eblaite language at Ebla in Syria (see Chapter 4). So it 
may be helpful at this point to make some brief remarks on the nature of the Sumerian 
and Akkadian languages and the way in which the cuneiform script was used to record 
them. 

The Sumerian language first became known from bilingual texts written in Sumerian 
and Akkadian and found in the seventh-century Bc royal libraries at Nineveh. For some 
time many scholars refused even to believe that it was a language at all and suggested 
that it was a scribal trick or a form of cryptography. The discovery of vast archives 
inscribed unilingually in Sumerian put paid to that idea. The early doubters may, 
however, be forgiven since Sumerian is quite unlike the well-known Indo-European and 
Semitic language groups. 

Linguists describe the language as agglutinative; each fundamental idea, nominal or 
verbal, is expressed by a single unchanging syllable (or polysyllable) which may be 
modified by a series of prefixes or postfixes, somewhat as in modern Turkish. Thus ‘son’ 
is dumu, ‘sons’ dumu-me§, ‘his sons’ dumu-meá-a-ni, ‘for his sons’ dumu-me$-a-ni-ir (for 
explanation of š see p. 22). The verb ‘build’ is dù, ‘he built’ i-dà or mu-dà, ‘he did not 
build’ nu-mu-di. So ‘For Ningirsu his god Gudea built his temple’ is Ningirsu dingir-ra- 
ni-ir Gudea é-a-ni mu-du. So far so good, but the scribes were hardly consistent in their 
implementation of the system. In fact in the early periods many of the verbal prefixes and 
postfixes were not written at all; the sign dù expressed the idea ‘build’ and the rest had to 
be supplied by the reader. In some respects the Sumerian script never quite escapes from 
the fact that it was originally designed for the purpose of practical book-keeping rather 
than to express abstract ideas. When we reach the Old Babylonian period 
(2004—1595 sc), the time when most of the available literary texts were copied, we find 
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that many duplicates of these texts use different groups of prefixes or postfixes. That 
does not make it easy to write a grammar of Sumerian. 

The Sumerian language uses only four vowels: a, e, i, u; two half vowels: w and y; and 
the following consonants: b, d, g, k, 1, m, n, p, r, s, t, z, h, 8, š. The h corresponds to a hard 
h, g is a nasalised g, and § corresponds to English sh. 

In addition to writing out a text phonetically the Sumerian scribes gave themselves 
extra clues for their own decipherment by adding certain specific signs to mark different 
categories of objects. So wooden objects might have the prefix gis, stone objects na,, 
copper objects urudu, cities uru; birds have the postfix muSen, fish kug, cities ki (some 
cities are even uru-X-ki). 

If all of this seems complicated, matters get worse when one tries to use the Sumerian 
system for the Akkadian language, for which it was not designed and to which it is not 
well suited. 

Akkadian is one of the Semitic languages, together with Arabic, Hebrew, Aramaic, 
etc. It has three dialects: Old Akkadian, Babylonian and Assyrian; so by definition 
anything written in Babylonian or Assyrian can equally be said to be written in Ak- 
kadian. Each of these dialects tends to use a slightly variant form of the cuneiform script, 
although all handbooks to cuneiform take them as one. As in the other Semitic lan- 
guages, Akkadian words basically have a root of three consonants, e.g. prs, which is then 
modified internally by the doubling of consonants or insertion of vowels, and externally 
by the addition of prefixes or postfixes, e.g. iprus, purus, iparrasuni. Thus in principle no 
single cuneiform sign could carry the meaning of an Akkadian word, and the practical 
solution was to write words out phonetically. To a large extent this happened, but 
additionally Akkadian-speaking scribes used Sumerian signs to express Akkadian terms, 
e.g. Sumerian udu-me$ for Akkadian immert, ‘sheep’, or mixed the two, e.g. 
Sumerian gal = ‘great’, but gal-4 = Akkadian rabid, ‘great’. (For clarity Assyriologists 
write Sumerian in normal script or capitals and Akkadian in italics.) 

The Akkadian language as attested in the cuneiform texts uses the same four vowels as 
Sumerian: a, e, i, and u, having probably lost the vowel o under the influence of 
Sumerian. In addition to the semivowels w and y it uses the following consonants: b, d, 
g, k, 1, m, n, p, q, r, s, t, Z, h, s, £, š, t and the glottal stop °. The Sumerian g is not used in 
Akkadian but becomes g. The Semitic languages have three h-sounds, h, h and h; Arabic 
has all three, Hebrew uses only h and h; Akkadian, under the influence of Sumerian, uses 
only h. Akkadian originally had three sibilants s, $, and š, but after the Old Akkadian 
period $ drops out of use. The three emphatic sounds s, t and q, the glottal stop °, and the 
letter p which are used in Akkadian, do not occur in Sumerian. Thus the Sumerian script 
was never ideally suited to writing Akkadian. A new sign was invented for °, but other- 
wise several different conventions were used at different times and in different areas to 
get over the problems. The distinctions between b and p, between d, t, and t, and between 
g, k and q are never consistently marked in the script. It is curious that no single agreed 
solution was ever enforced, such was the strength of the old tradition. 

In taking over and adapting the Sumerian syllabary the Akkadian-speaking scribes 
added to it still further values, increasing the aspects of homophony and polyphony. 
Thus the Sumerian sign á ‘hand’ corresponds to Akkadian idu ‘hand’; hence the sign 
comes to be used for the syllable id, and also for it, it, ed, et and et. The tatal number of 
distinct cuneiform signs in use from the late third millennium onwards is about six 
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hundred, and the number of possible values is far higher. The possible variations did not 
create as many problems as one might suppose, however, since at any given period and 
for any given class of text a rather more limited repertoire of signs was used, making life 
easier both for the scribe and the modern reader. Also in most cases the correct reading 
of a sign is made clear by the context and by the preceding and following signs. 

Although Sumerian had dropped out of common use as a spoken language by the 
eighteenth century BC and was superseded by Akkadian, it continued to be used by the 
scribes both as a regular form of shorthand (as in writing udu for immeru), in composing 
many monumental inscriptions (for the sake of tradition), and in copying and recopying 
Sumerian word-lists and literary texts. By the first millennium for their own convenience 
the scribes frequently copied Sumerian literature with each Sumerian line followed by 
its Akkadian translation. The very latest of all cuneiform texts, astronomical texts of the 
first century AD, are almost entirely written in Sumerian logograms. 


The historical divisions 

The development of cuneiform during the early Sumerian period has been briefly 
sketched above. Its further progress is now briefly outlined in order to make the his- 
torical terminology intelligible. The accession of Sargon I in 2334 Bc marked the begin- 
ning of the dynasty of Akkad; the basic language of texts written at this time was 
Akkadian, specifically the Old Akkadian dialect. With the decline of that dynasty 
around 2200 Bc Akkad was eclipsed and Sumerian became the regular language of 
administration again, although throughout the next thousand years later kings 
frequently called themselves kings of Sumer and Akkad. Under the Third Dynasty of Ur 
(or Ur III) a massive growth of royal bureaucracy occurred which has left us a larger 
amount of administrative texts than all the other periods of Mesopotamian history put 
together. Almost every collection of tablets includes Ur III texts. 

After the fall of Ur in 2004 sc the dominant dynasties were those of Isin, Larsa and 
Babylon, in that order. By 1900 sc with the ascendancy of Larsa, Sumerian had again 
ceased to be the prevalent language and finally gave way permanently to Akkadian. 
Although the dynasty of Babylon only took control of Sumer and Akkad in 1763 Bc in 
the reign of Hammurapi, the time from 2004 to 1595 Bc is commonly known as the Old 
Babylonian period, and all Akkadian texts of this time are described as Old Babylonian. 
Texts from the time of the succeeding Kassite Dynasty and the Second Dynasty of Isin 
are described as Middle Babylonian; this is also the date of the international correspon- 
dence found at El-Amarna in Egypt, mostly written in Babylonian, and the archives of 
Ugarit in Syria. In many respects tablets of the Middle Babylonian period retain a strong 
similarity in form and script to the earlier ones. The Babylonian texts written in the first 
millennium BC are quite distinct, but their nomenclature has caused problems. Some 
scholars describe tablets from 1000 sc to the beginning of the Chaldean (or Neo- 
Babylonian) Dynasty as Neo-Babylonian, and describe all later tablets as Late Babylon- 
ian. Others draw the dividing line after the defeat of the Chaldean Dynasty by Cyrus in 
539 Bc. There is also a separate literary dialect known as Standard Babylonian which is 
used in both Babylonia and Assyria. 

From the time of Alexander the Great onwards the use of the cuneiform script is 
increasingly restricted, being superseded by Aramaic; a few legal and literary texts were 
still written in cuneiform as late as 40 BC, and the last astronomical text is datable to 8 
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75 AD. The latest texts have a very cursive script and can be extremely difficult to read. 

Some of the earliest texts from Assyria are written in Old Babylonian, but a very 
distinctive group of tablets found at Kanesh (Kultepe) in eastern Turkey proved to be the 
commercial records of a trading colony from Ashur of the nineteenth century Bc. They 
employ a quite distinctive script and dialect and are identified as Old Assyrian. From the 
area of Assyria come the fifteenth-century tablets found at Nuzi, but since they show the 
town to have been controlled by the Hurrian kingdom of Mitanni they are not regarded 
as Assyrian but are simply described as Nuzi texts. Middle Assyrian texts, mostly from 
Ashur, begin with the first expansion of Assyria outside its homeland in the thirteenth 
century BC. The great majority of Assyrian texts, however, belong to the Neo-Assyrian 
period (1000—609 Bc), and come from the royal archives at Nineveh and Kalhu. There is 
one great advantage in dealing with these texts — they employ a very standardised script. 
It was fortunate for Assyriologists that these were the first large archives to become 
available. 

The historical development of the cuneiform script which occupies scholars so much 
today also fascinated the ancient scribes. The collections from Babylon contain many 
late copies of early historical inscriptions or legal texts made in the seventh or sixth 
century BC by scribes who had found the originals in temples, private collections or even 
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Archaic Ur tablets 
2600—2334 Early Dynastic H-HI 
Enmebaragesi of Kish, c. 2600 
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Abu Salabikh tablets 
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Nippur, Eshnunna, Sippar, (19th century) 


Tell ed-Der, Ur, Kish 
Sin-kashid of Uruk (c. 1790) 


1894—1595 First Dynasty of Babylon Mari archives 
Hammurapi (1792-1750) Zimri-Lim (1775—1759) 
Samsuiluna (1749—1712) 

c.1550—1155 Kassite Dynasty Hittite archives at 
(Middle Babylonian) Boghazkoy (17th—13th century) 
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8 An astronomical almanac for the year 61/62 ap. BM 40084. 


Dates (BC) 


1160 
1157-1026 
c. 1000-625 


625—539 


559—331 


336—323 
311 


75 AD 


Sumer/Babylon Assyria 


Nuzi archives 
(15th century) 


Middle Assyrian 
archives at Ashur 
(13th century) 

Elamite invasion of Babylonia 

Second Dynasty of Isin 

Neo/Babylonian Neo-Assyrian 
archives from Ashur, 
Kalhu, and Nineveh 
Ashurnasirpal II (883—859) 
Shalmaneser III (858—824) 
Sargon II (721—705) 
Sennacherib (704—681) 
Esarhaddon (680—669) 
Ashurbanipal (668—627) 

Chaldean Dynasty 

Archives from Babylon 

Nebuchadnezzar II (604—562) 

Nabonidus (555—539) 


Alexander the Great 
Seleucid Era began 
Antiochus I Soter (281—260) 
The latest Babylonian tablet 


CUNEIFORM 


Elsewhere 


Mitanni kingdom (c. 1550-1260) 
Alalakh archives (15th century) 
(El-Amarna archives (c. 1400) 
Ugarit archives (14th century) 
Middle Elamite 
Humban-numena I (c. 1275) 


Urartian inscriptions 


Archaemenid Dynasty of Persia 
Old Persian inscriptions 

Late Elamite tablets 

Cyrus (559—530) 

Darius I (521—486) 

Xerxes (485—465) 

Artazerxes III (358—338) 
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on rubbish dumps and who had faithfully copied the curious styles of early writing. 
Among the Neo-Assyrian tablets from Kalhu there is a small group of tablets on which 
the scribes have drawn archaic signs such as might have been typical of the mid-third 
millennium Bc and annotated them with their modern equivalent, i.e. their Neo- 
Assyrian equivalent. A century later we find that the archaeologist king Nabonidus, 
who boasted of finding inscriptions of Hammurapi at Larsa and of excavating for 
inscriptions of Sargon I and Naram-Sin at Akkad, had some of his own royal bricks and 
cylinders stamped or inscribed in a script which attempts to imitate the Old Babylonian 
style. 


Numbers 

Numbers are found written on cuneiform texts of all types, from the very earliest, before 
3000 Bc, down to the very latest datable text in AD 75. Over that long time-span the 
system of writing numbers shows its own development alongside the development of the 
rest of the cuneiform script. 

At all periods the numerical system used by the Sumerians, Babylonians, and those 
who borrowed from them, is a combination of the decimal system (counting in tens) and 
a sexagesimal system (counting in sixties). In the earliest periods there are separate 
symbols for each numerical power: 
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1 10 60 600 (60x10) 3,600 (60)) 36,000 (60? x 10) 


These numbers were written by pressing the larger or smaller ends of a reed stylus into 
the clay either vertically (to make a circle) or at a slant. When the script becomes truly 
cuneiform these numbers have a more angular form: 
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1 10 60 600 (60x10) 3,600 (607) 36,000 (60? x 10) 


In the later Babylonian system (2000 Bc to ap 75) for many purposes, especially pure 
mathematics, numbers were written with a simplified place-value notation whereby the 
place of a number in a sequence determines its value. There are only vertical and slanting 
wedges: 
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5 10 20 30 40 50 60 600 60? 607x10 


The same symbols were also used for writing fractions. So 1 can be 1/60 or 1/607, and so 
on. Everything depends on the order in which the numbers appear (higher values on the 
left, lower on the right) and on the context. So: 
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I 4 W 60+10+5=75 
or 607+ 10 + 5 = 3615 


or even 1+ (15/60) = 1.25 


T T y (2X 60) - 40-- 5 2 165 
4x or (2 x 60) + (40 x 60) + 5 = 9605 
or 2 + 45/60 = 2.75 


A small group of signs were also used for simple fractions: 


2 HD WA H 


The result could be confusing even for the Babylonians. So, in practice, while the system 
described was regularly used for pure mathematics and astronomy, in many everyday 
economic operations numbers and fractions were written out in words (as we may write 
100 or one hundred). 

Sometimes numbers were also used as a sort of cryptography. Thus the names of some 
of the major deities could be, and frequently were, written as numbers: 


Adad 4 Shamash 44 Sin 444 Ea 446 Enlil 44h, 


There is a famous case of numerical manipulation in Assyrian history. Sennacherib had 
sacked Babylon in 689 Bc. His son Esarhaddon on succeeding to the throne in 680 Bc in a 
dramatic shift of policy decided to embark on its restoration, and justified it by announ- 
cing that whereas the god Marduk had decreed that the city should remain desolate for 
seventy years he had now relented and turned the number upside down. So seventy 
became eleven: 


70 Jx 11 4] 


The use of sexagesimal numbers for astronomy by the Babylonians in the last cen- 
turies BC gave them a great advantage over contemporary Greek astronomers who had 
no convenient mathematical notation. As a result many Babylonian astronomical calcu- 
lations were used by the ancient Greek and medieval Arab astronomers long after 
knowledge of cuneiform writing was lost. Our present system of counting sixty seconds 
in a minute, sixty minutes in an hour, and three hundred and sixty degrees in a circle is a 
survival of Babylonian mathematics. 
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A 
Tablets and Monuments 


Tablets and stylus 

The overwhelming majority of cuneiform texts were written on clay. Monumental and 
dedicatory inscriptions can be found on stone, ivory, metal, and glass, and examples 
have been found of folding ivory writing boards which had a carefully preserved surface 
of beeswax; but the clay tablet was always the standard writing surface. 

Clay was always widely available in Mesopotamia, but would have needed some 
preparation to ensure that it was of the right quality, at least for writing fine library 
tablets. Unfortunately the clay from southernmost Iraq has a high percentage of salt 
which means that some tablets from that area tend to disintegrate in unfavourable 
atmospheric conditions; but that would not have been a problem for the ancient scribes. 

Learning how to make a tablet of the right size and shape with a good, smooth surface 
for writing on must have been one of the first tasks for trainee scribes. A few experiments 
show that it is not so easy. The Mesopotamian scribes turned out fine examples at all 
periods, not just of small single-column tablets but massive eleven-column tablets from 
the Ur III period measuring over 30cm square. How they handled them is itself a 
mystery. One is reminded of the vase painters from Classical Greece who saw fit to 
record the names of the potters who made the vases; the Mesopotamian scribes might 
well have done the same, except that so far as we know they made their own tablets. The 
size of some of these Ur III tablets is probably also the explanation for one regular 
feature of tablets from that period onwards. The front of the tablet is regularly flat, 
while the back is convex. Making a tablet perfectly flat on both sides would have been 
unnecessary; but if the tablet was prepared with at least one side flat then the flat side 
could be inscribed first, and the tablet could then be lain on its flat face for the reverse to 
be inscribed without pressure distorting the signs on the front. This characteristic of 
tablets has often allowed modern scholars to determine which is the front and which the 
back of some broken fragment of a text. 

Most tablets were simply left to dry out after being inscribed. Good quality clay when 
well dried can be extremely durable, and if not deliberately mishandled will last as long 
as needed for practical administrative purposes. If necessary it can be moistened again to 
alter the text. Some tablets, however, being intended for permanent record, whether for 
legal purposes or as part of a library, were baked. Additionally many of the tablets in 
museum collections today have been accidentally burnt, since they come from libraries 
or archives which were destroyed and burnt in antiquity when some foreign conqueror 
seized a city and sacked it. We owe most of the major collections of tablets to this kind of 
historical disaster. In the normal course of events unbaked tablets would probably have 
been re-used eventually as raw material for making new tablets. Where tablets have been 
baked their colour depends on the temperature to which they have been fired — mostly 
dark grey or black for tablets destroyed by fire, whitish for tablets baked to an excessive 
temperature, and a dark orange-brown for tablets baked in modern times under labora- 
tory conditions for their better preservation. 
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Most tablets are square or rectangular, but not all. Some school texts of the Ur III and 
Old Babylonian periods, and some land-survey texts of Ur III date, are circular or 
bun-shaped. A few tablets prepared for magical purposes are shaped with a wide per- 
forated lug at one end so that they can be specially mounted or threaded through and 
strung round someone's neck; and others designed for the same purpose are little more 
than inscribed clay beads. There are also a wide variety of cones, cylinders and prisms, to 
be discussed later. 

These tablets were written with a stylus which was almost always cut from a reed. Its 
standard Babylonian name is simply qan tuppi, 'tablet-reed'. Styli in metal or bone were 
occasionally used, but not by the everyday scribe. Reed of great strength is common in 
the marshlands of the Near East and its exploitation was itself a large industry. The 
scribe needed only to take a short piece of reed and trim it to produce a rounded end, a 


9 A tablet of the Ur III period; a register of fields. BM 110116. 
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sharp point, or a flat or sloping end. The manner in which he cut the reed would then 
affect the style of his writing. From this it is clear that in the third millennium many 
numbers were written with a round-ended stylus, while the rest of the text was written 
with a stylus flat at the end. Tablets from the late Old Babylonian period (seventeenth 
century BC) have a very distinctive slanting script which comes from a stylus with a 
diagonally cut end, while the Assyrian library texts were written with a flat stylus. 

The stylus was not only used to inscribe the text on the tablet. It was also used to mark 
the lines and columns. From the very earliest periods a cuneiform text was broken up, 
mostly by natural grammatical or sense units, either into rectangular boxes, or, at least 
from the Old Akkadian period onwards, into lines separated by rulings. At first the 
signs were just written in the space between these rulings, but in the Ur III period the 
practice of using a top line as a guide from which to hang the signs seems to be quite 
regular; it is still common in the Old Babylonian period, especially for letters and 
literary texts. Occasionally examples can be found in the Kassite period, but for the 
most part, rulings in the Kassite and Neo-Babylonian periods separate the lines of text 
without the signs being hung from them. Some Neo-Babylonian school texts follow the 
earlier practice, but on literary texts the rulings may run through either the centre or the 
head of wedges. In general, however, Neo-Babylonian administrative and legal texts are 
not ruled. The Late Elamite scribes regularly used the side, not the point, of the stylus to 
make wider rulings, and this appears to be an innovation. The ruling would be made 
simply by impressing the point of the stylus into the clay and then laying it flat. On a 
small number of tablets from the royal libraries at Nineveh one can see that the stylus 
had been replaced by a piece of thread laid across the surface and pressed down. 

The rulings made by the stylus marked not only horizontal lines but vertical divisions, 
or columns of text. Typically a multi-columned tablet would be inscribed first on the 
left-hand column of the front, or obverse, of the tablet, then on the right-hand column; 
then the tablet would be turned vertically over its lower edge, and inscribed first on the 
right column of the reverse and finally on the left column. This curious order harks right 
back to the days of the earliest pictographic texts. There are some exceptions but they 
are rare. In general, if a multi-columned tablet does not obey these rules, or if the tablet 
turns right to left (as the page of a book) then it suggests a forgery. 

Very occasionally the stylus is used for some other marks; for instance, a few tablets 
have ornamental rulings around the outer edge. Some account tablets of the Old Baby- 
lonian period listing dozens of individuals have a small check-mark against every tenth 
person; and a few literary tablets from the Nineveh libraries have a mark against every 
tenth line, perhaps to give the scribe an easy check on whether he had left a line out. 
From the Middle Babylonian and Middle Assyrian periods onwards many literary 
tablets have ‘firing holes’, which are made by pressing the stylus (or some similar object) 
right through (or almost through) the tablet from front to back or side to side. It used to 
be suggested that the purpose of these holes was to help the tablet dry out and stop it 
from bursting if it was to be baked for better preservation. But consideration of the size 
of some large Ur III tablets, which could be successfully baked in antiquity without the 
use of firing holes, suggests that the idea is incorrect. In any case, whatever the reason for 
their first appearance, they quickly became a matter of tradition. One frequently finds on 
tablets from the Nineveh libraries that if one copy of a literary text has firing holes other 
copies of the same text not only have firing holes but have them in the same positions and 
often disposed in a purely ornamental arrangement. Firing holes are also of interest 
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because close examination of them can show the precise shape of the scribe's stylus. 
Occasionally the stylus was used for writing something other than cuneiform. Some 
tablets of the first millennium Bc from Babylonia and Assyria have comments at the end 
or on the edges in Aramaic; with the gradual decline in use of cuneiform and the rise of 
Aramaic even in the court of the Assyrian king, remarks in Aramaic would have served 
as a quick guide to Aramaic-reading filing-clerks. In fact, from a somewhat later period 
there are also tablets inscribed wholly in Aramaic, and even a small group of tablets 
from Babylon with Babylonian texts written in the Greek alphabet. Tablets also 


10 (Left) Neo-Babylonian copy (c. 600 Bc) of an inscription of Hammurapi (c. 1750 Bc); the 
colophon says that the copy was made by the scribe Rimut-Gula from the original text found in 
the temple Enamtila. BM 46543. 


11 (Right) A literary tablet with ‘firing holes’ and a colophon stating that it was written for the 
royal library of king Ashurbanipal (668—627 Bc) at Nineveh. DT 1. 
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occasionally have inscriptions added in ink or paint, in Egyptian (on a letter from 
El-Amarna), in Aramaic, or in Assyrian cuneiform. 

Other marks were made on tablets by a variety of instruments for different purposes. 
Many tablets bear the impressions of the seals of witnesses or scribes (discussed below). 
Others, especially in the first millennium Bc, have the impressions of the witness's 
thumb-nail on the edge, and in such cases the text often says, ‘So-and-so has impressed 
his thumb-nail instead of his seal’. In the Old Babylonian period the same function was 
performed by impressing the hem of one's garment (sissiktu) on the edge of a tablet, 
though few cases of this have actually been found. Some fabric impressions on tablets 
may only be the marks of wrapping. Finally, when a tablet had outlived its purpose it 
could be cancelled by scoring across it with a stylus or some other sharp instrument. 


Envelopes 

Some tablets, once written, were placed in envelopes of clay, whether for transport, in 
the case of letters, or for security, in the case of disputed transactions. This practice 
started in the Ur III period, and was largely restricted to administrative texts. In order to 
prevent fraud once the record of livestock or materials entering or leaving the royal 
stores had been written, the tablet was wrapped in a clay envelope; the entire transaction 
was then re-recorded on the envelope and the responsible supervisor sealed it. In the 


12 (Left) A Middle Babylonian legal tablet from Alalah, in its envelope. BM 131449. 
13 (Right) An Old Babylonian letter and its sealed envelope. BM 82199. 
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event of a dispute about the quantities involved the envelope could be opened and the 
record checked. This elaborate precaution prevented anyone from attempting to mois- 
ten the clay of the original document and rewrite the numbers. In a few cases envelopes 
have been opened in modern times and found to contain not a duplicate record of the 
transaction on the envelope but the original letter authorising the transaction. 

In the Old Babylonian period the practice extended to the use of envelopes for legal 
records, especially sales and disputes over inheritance. These became very elaborate 
documents, and were sealed by many witnesses in addition to the parties involved. At 
different periods the seals might either be rolled across the whole width of the envelope 
or over a space specially left blank, or the text was written on the right-hand side of the 
envelope and the seals were rolled down the left side or on the left edge. In a curious 12 
extension of this practice a group of large legal tablets were prepared and sealed to look 
as if they were envelopes although they were not. 

Envelopes for letters in the Old Babylonian and Old Assyrian period are typically — 13 
inscribed only with the name of the addressee, ‘To my brother, Awil-Adad’, or ‘To 
Damaiya and Zikir-Shamash'. The sender normally seals the envelope with his personal 
seal. Very occasionally he also seals the inner tablet itself for security, and this is 
specially remarked on in the letter. A few envelopes from the Old Assyrian colony at 
Kanesh contain both the letter tablet and a small extra piece of clay on which the scribe, 
wbo had prepared too small a tablet for the letter, had to continue the message. The fact 
that literacy was restricted to the professional scribes is emphasised by the opening lines 
of all these letters, which follow a standard formula: ‘Tell Mr A, Mr B sends the 
following message.’ Having been written to dictation by one professional scribe, the 
letter would be read out to the recipient by another professional scribe. 

Although envelopes later than the Old Babylonian period are uncommon, the practice 
of sending letters in them certainly continued, and examples survive from Neo-Assyrian 
times. One such, addressed to “The second officer, my Lord’ by Ashur-resua and sealed by 
him asks, ‘Why does my lord refuse to reply to my letter?’ To judge by the fact that the 
present letter still has its envelope, perhaps his lord was simply not opening his mail. 


Seals 

The practice of sealing tablets and envelopes has already been referred to. In fact seals, — 14 
either in the form of stamps or cylinders (which would be rolled across the clay), appear — 15 
long before the invention of writing. The very earliest tablets, which have mathematical 38 
notation only, also bear seal impressions. The seals were carved from stone, bone or 
shell, and the different designs on them served to identify their owners. By the late Early 
Dynastic period some owners also had their names, or a dedication to a deity, inscribed 

on their seals. They were at first designed to mark property. When tying up a sack or 
tying down the cloth cover on a jar the careful Sumerian would squeeze a lump of clay 
around the knot and seal it; no one could then open the sack or jar without disturbing 

the seal-impression. Such sealings are known from prehistoric times down to the Old 
Babylonian period and then again in Neo-Assyrian times. The practice extended to using 

the seal to record who had authorised or witnessed a transaction, and so many tablets 
came to be sealed. This usage continued down to the Greek period in Babylonia when we 

find commercial contracts sealed by small stamp-seals bearing some of the signs of the 
zodiac as well as thousands of sealings from papyri which have long since decayed. 
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14 (Left) An Old Babylonian cylinder-seal. BM 132153. 
15 (Right) A Kassite cylinder-seal. BM 89128. 


Sometimes when the seal bears a personal name, especially a royal name, it can be useful 
as a means of dating the tablet on which its impression appears; but more often it is the 
dated and sealed tablets which allow us to study the artistic development of the seals. 

As in any other activity anomalies occurred in the use of seals. So in the Old Babylon- 
ian period there briefly appear clay seals (known as burgul seals) which were one-off 
creations made for a particular occasion, perhaps because the witness had no personal 
seal. In Neo-Assyrian records we find that many tablets and clay sealings bear the royal 
seal of Assyria, depicting the king killing a lion; this would not have been the king's 
personal seal but a royal household seal. On one tablet of this time from Babylon a scribe 
making a copy of a royal grant confirming a man's right to temple income has carefully 
carved a copy of the royal seal in high relief on his tablet, since the royal seal was not 
available to seal the copy. 


Monuments 

Kings may have been illiterate, with the exception of Shulgi and Ashurbanipal, but they 
were well aware of the propaganda value of creating a permanent record of their 
exploits. They were also concerned to remind the watching gods of how they had cared 
for their shrines and supported their cults. So besides the everyday receipts and the 
literary creations we have a separate class of commemorative and dedicatory texts, 
inscribed at first mostly on stone. Some of the earliest are nothing more than large 
pebbles, selected simply because stone was more durable than clay, and rarer too in the 
delta areas of the Tigris and Euphrates. 

The earliest such inscription, found on a sherd from an alabaster vase, says only, 
*Mebaragesi, king of Kish’. He is to be identified with Enmebaragesi, the father of Akka 
(the legendary rival of Gilgamesh); the inscription probably dates to c. 2600 Bc . The vase 
was prepared for dedication in a temple, and such vases in all varieties of stone continue 
to be inscribed by the Sumerian and Babylonian kings down to Neo-Babylonian times. 
More distinctive are the royal statues, mostly rather small but occasionally approaching 
life-size, as in the case of a famous series of statues of Gudea, ruler of Lagash, c. 2130 Bc, 
found at Girsu. The statues are frequently inscribed on the dress or down the back, and 
until Middle Babylonian times the tradition is preserved of inscribing them in the 
archaic direction. Over the years almost anything dedicated to a temple could be in- 
scribed with the name of its royal patron, even the agate eyes of the statues of the gods; 
but some categories of objects became standard vehicles for commemorative 
inscriptions. 
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16 Statue of Gudea, ruler of Lagash (2141—2122 Bc). Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, Harrison Brisbane Dick Fund, 1959, 59.2. 
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17 A cone inscription of Ur-Bau, ruler of Lagash (2155—2142 Bc). BM 91061. 


The first category was the clay nail or cone. Decorating the walls of temples with a 
pattern of small clay nails, sometimes coloured, was a feature of Early Dynastic times, 
well attested at Uruk. At a later date Sumerian and Old Babylonian legal texts show that 
it was common for the purchaser of a house to hammer a nail into its wall in the presence 
of witnesses as a mark of his new ownership. Either the decorative or the legal tradition 
may lie behind the practice of kings from the time of Enannatum I of Lagash (c. 2400 Bc) 
to Samsuiluna of Babylon (1749—1712 Bc) to place inscribed nails, from 5 cm to 25 cm 
in length, in the walls of temples or chapels, sometimes by the hundred. The inscriptions 
often give no more than a brief statement, ‘Ur-Nammu, king of Ur, who built the temple 
of Nanna'; but by the Old Babylonian period they have become lengthy recitals of 
historical and cultic events. In a few cases the inscription records the building of the 
king's own palace: 'Sin-kashid, the mighty man, king of Uruk, king of Amnanum, has 
built his royal palace.’ 

The second category was the brick inscription. Almost every building in Meso- 
potamia was built in brick rather than stone, mostly sun-dried mud brick, but with 
baked bricks used for the facades of temples and, in particularly prosperous times, even 
for private houses. From the time of Naram-Sin of Akkad (2254—2218 sc) the kings had 
their names inscribed or stamped onto at least some of the bricks used to build major 
public buildings. In view of the number of bricks involved, the scribes’ time and effort 
were saved by preparing a stamp, in clay or wood, on which the inscription was carved in 
reverse so that it could be conveniently stamped onto hundreds or thousands of bricks in 
a short space of time. Almost every collection of Near Eastern antiquities has at least one 
stamped brick of Nebuchadnezzar II (604—562 Bc) from the great temple-tower (ziq- 
qurratu) at Babylon. The kings of Assyria and Elam were less concerned with such 
economy of effort and most bricks from these kingdoms are laboriously inscribed along 
the edges; but this may also reflect their view of the purpose of the inscriptions. When 
one stamped the surface of a large square brick the inscription would become invisible as 
soon as it was built into a structure, and only the gods could read it; but if the brick were 
inscribed along the edge his fellow men too would remember the king's pious works. The 
inscriptions commemorate royal palaces as well as temples, and in some cases they even 
commemorate a particular part of a building, such as a well or the pedestal of a statue. A 
few late bricks have short Aramaic inscriptions, and there are one or two inscriptions in 
Greek and even in an early form of Arabic. 

The third category of commemorative inscription was the cylinder or prism. In the 
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18 (Left) A prism inscription 
describing the military campaigns 
of Sennacherib, king of Assyria 
(704—681 Bc). H. 15 in (38 cm). 
BM 91032. 


19 (Below) Detail from fig. 18; the 
account of Sennacherib's seige 
of Jerusalem. 
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Old Babylonian period a number of prisms were inscribed with lexical lists or literary 
compositions, but apart from the great cylinders of Gudea (61 cm high, 32 cm diameter) 
this form was not used for royal inscriptions until Middle Assyrian times. From then on 
we have some fine examples of six-, eight-, or ten-sided hollow prisms inscribed with 
lengthy and detailed accounts of the king's military campaigns. (There are particularly 
fine examples from the reigns of the last great Assyrian kings, Sennacherib, Esarhaddon 
and Ashurbanipal.) The old idea of recording piety to the gods has been supplemented by 
the desire to create a permanent historical record, a record which might be updated 
many times during a king's reign. For most of the Neo-Assyrian kings our knowledge of 
the political course of their reigns is very largely dependent on an analysis of these prism 
inscriptions. In spite of the care with which they were prepared, these too were destined 
to be buried in the foundations of the walls of palaces or temples, much as today we 
place pennies and copies of newspapers in the foundations of new buildings. In Raby- 
lonia the favourite form of such inscriptions was the cylinder, but the cylinders of 
Nebuchadnezzar II and Nabonidus from Babylon have far less political information and 
concentrate on details of their temple building and even their own archaeological 
investigations. The cylinder form survives even in the time of Antiochus I Soter in 
281—260 Bc. 

Most impressive of all were the great inscribed stelae and obelisks of the Assyrian 
kings, designed to stand out in the open for all to see in the squares and courtyards of the 
capital cities, depicting the king and describing his conquests. The only early monu- 
ment comparable to these is the law code of Hammurapi of Babylon, 2.25 m high and 
inscribed with about 4,000 lines of Babylonian cuneiform. It so impressed the Elamite 
invaders of Babylonia in 1160 Bc that they carried it off to Susa. 

On a smaller scale, towns or wealthy private citizens recorded grants of land from the 
king or exemptions from taxation by preparing stone monuments, on which were carved 
copies of the original royal decree (written and sealed on a clay tablet) and the symbols 
of the gods who were invoked as witnesses. These monuments are known as boundary- 
stones, both from their outward appearance and from the Babylonian term used to 
describe them (kudurru), but almost all of those for which the find-spot is recorded have 
been found in temples. 
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Scribes and Libraries 


Scribal training 

Literacy was not widespread in Mesopotamia. The scribes, like any craftsmen, had to 
undergo training, and having completed their training and become entitled to call 
themselves dubsar, 'scribe', they were members of a privileged élite who might look with 
contempt on their fellow citizens. Writing ‘Ibni-Marduk dubsar’ was the equivalent of 
writing George Smith, B.A. The scribal profession was under the patronage of the 
Sumerian goddess Nisaba. Occasionally a scribe would end a long literary text with the 
comment "nisaba zami, ‘Oh Nisaba, praise’. In later times her place was taken by the god 
Nabu of Borsippa. Whereas other gods were symbolised by animals or stars, his symbol 
was the stylus. 

Our picture of life in Babylonian schools is based on a group of Sumerian literary 
compositions of the Old Babylonian period. A few of them became part of the standard 
literary tradition and were still being copied for the library of Ashurbanipal. Schooling 
began at an early age in the é-dubba, the ‘tablet-house’. The headmaster was called 
ummia (or ummánu in Akkadian). He might be assisted by an adda é-dubba, ‘father of 
the tablet-house', and an ugula, ‘clerk’. Much of the initial instruction and discipline 
seems to have been in the hands of a student's ‘big brother’, an elder student who is 
pictured as fluctuating between being a friend and a bully. Each of these had to be 

‘flattered or bribed with gifts from time to time to avoid a beating. 

The French excavations at Mari revealed in the palace of king Zimri-Lim a room with 
rows of clay benches. This has often been taken as a model of what a Babylonian school 
would have looked like. Unfortunately no school tablets were found in it so its use 
cannot be proved. It seems just as likely that students were taught outside in the 
courtyard, which was the centre of life in any Old Babylonian house. Almost all the 
private houses of this period excavated at Ur and Isin have a few school texts of one kind 
or another, suggesting that in wealthy families all the boys were sent to school. At 
Nippur one part of the town was so full of literary tablets that it has become known to 
archaeologists as Tablet Hill; it may have been a special scribal quarter. 

The first thing the schoolboy had to learn was how to make a tablet and handle a 
stylus. First steps in writing were made on any piece of clay, learning to impress a simple 
cuneiform wedge, known in Sumerian as a ge, Babylonian mibistu. The schoolboy 
practised the horizontal, vertical and sloping wedges over and over again. Then he 
started on the basic sign-list; but this had to be learnt not only as a series of individual 
signs but also with the different syllables that they could represent. Thus the sign A stood 
for á, ya, duru, e and a. He had to learn that A was the basic name of the sign. (He could 
not write A in capitals, but we do so sometimes to remind ourselves which sign we are 
dealing with.) Then he would go on to learn what were the many Babylonian 
equivalents of all these different signs and their alternative values. For instance, one type 
of sign-list reads di-i DI di-nu-um (i.e. the sign DI if read as di is the Sumerian equivalent 
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of dinum, lawsuit"); si-li-im DI $a-la-mu-um (the sign DI if read as silim is the equivalent 
of Salamum, ‘to be at peace’). After learning the basic signs the pupil had to go on to all 
the thousands of different Sumerian words that were expressed by more than one sign. 
Here we can see the continuity of scribal tradition, as the signs being learnt by the very 
earliest scribes at Uruk were learnt in the same order hundreds of years later by scribes at 
Abu Salabikh and Uruk, and the Old Babylonian sign-lists were still found in Ashur- 
banipal’s library. 

Learning to string signs together to write words seems to have been practised by 
writing names. That at least is the interpretation of the many small tablets inscribed in a 
clumsy hand with three or four Sumerian names. Babylonian scribes with few excep- 
tions are remarkably consistent in their application of the cuneiform script to the 
Sumerian and Akkadian languages. The consonant at the beginning of a syllable is 
hardly ever linked with a vowel from a preceding syllable; thus the word ‘to’, Akkadian 
ana, is consistently written a-za, not an-a. That is a simple enough example, but the 
principle extends throughout the phonetic representation of the language, and must 
have been taught in the schools. 

At this point the schoolboy was ready to go on to the next stage, which is marked by 
writing on a different kind of tablet, the round, bun-shaped tablet. On these the teacher 
would typically write out three lines on one side of the tablet, such as the names of gods, 
a list of technical terms, a short fragment of literature or a proverb; the schoolboy had to 
study these carefully, and then turn the tablet over and try to reproduce what the teacher 
had written. It is usually quite easy to see which side was written by the teacher and 
which by the schoolboy. 

Finally the pupil reached the stage of learning and writing Sumerian inte panies Much 
of Sumerian literature as known in the Old Babylonian period is preserved for us only in 
school copies. It seems that the boys were copying from dictation, as again and again we 
find that different copies of a text write the words out slightly differently. That some- 


20 An Old Babylonian school tablet inscribed on the front (left) by a teacher and on the back 
(right) by a pupil; the text is a Sumerian proverb. BM 104096. 
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times makes it difficult for us to reconstruct the original form of the text. The literature 
curriculum was very large and mostly traditional, but even in the Old Babylonian period 
new compositions were being added, mostly hymns to the gods on behalf of the king. 

A separate part of the curriculum was devoted to mathematics, taught by the dubsar 
nišid, ‘scribe of accounting’, the dubsar zaga, ‘scribe of measurement’, and the dubsar 
aSaga, ‘scribe of the field" (i.e. surveyor). In a dialogue between schoolboys the senior boy 
asks the junior, ‘Do you know multiplication, reciprocals, coefficients, balancing of 
accounts, administrative accounting, how to make all kinds of pay allotments, divide 
property and delimit shares of fields? That summarises for us their mathematical cur- 
riculum. Museums have dozens if not hundreds of copies of mathematical tables: multi- 
plication tables, tables of reciprocals (for division), of squares and cubes, of square roots 
and cube roots, and of coefficients. They are the Babylonian equivalent of ‘60 
seconds = 1 minute, 60 minutes = 1 hour, 24 hours = 1 day; 12 inches = 1 foot, 3 
feet = 1 yard, 1760 yards = 1 mile’, etc., but extended to a wide variety of other pur- 
poses such as house-building and tuning musical instruments. There are also compil- 
ations of mathematical problems and their solutions designed to teach the students how 
to apply their knowledge to more or less practical situations, as well as problems in 
geometry and elementary algebra. The compilations have one curious feature: the 
numerical answer to all questions on the tablet is the same. If the answer to the first 
question is six, then so is the answer to the second and third question. This has the 
advantage that if the student arrives at the answer six then both he and the teacher know 
that he has correctly understood the necessary procedure. The technical terminology of 
mathematics is largely Sumerian even though the problem texts are written in 
Babylonian. 

One gets the impression that apart from mathematics the Babylonian scribal edu- 
cation concentrated on Sumerian. One may compare this to the nineteenth-century 
English public-school tradition that a knowledge of the Greek and Latin languages and 
literatures and of mathematics were all the education that a man needed. In practice, 
however, the picture is incomplete. We have copies of Akkadian literary texts, and there 
is evidence for the more practical side of the curriculum. Just as the modern typist is 
taught the standard layout for a business letter or a contract, so the Babylonian scribes 
follow regular patterns in writing such texts, and one can often identify the nature of a 
tablet from a very small fragment on this basis. A small group of practice letters has a 
special terminology that marks them out as school letters, and there are similar model 
contracts. The lexical series, ana itti$u, composed in the early Old Babylonian period but 
surviving only in a few copies from the Late Assyrian libraries, is a collection of 
Sumerian legal phrases with Babylonian translations, presumably also compiled for use 
in schools. 

The picture given so far relates to the early second millennium Bc, since that is the 
period for which we have the best evidence. As is so often the case, the surviving texts are 
quite unevenly distributed over time. À small group of copies of Sumerian literary texts 
of the Kassite period from Nippur shows that the old traditions still survived at that 
time. The next group of school texts while retaining the spirit of the old tradition have a 
quite different format. These are texts from Babylonia, and the majority probably come 
from Babylon itself, dating to the seventh or sixth century Bc. They have extracts from 
more than one composition. Typically they quote two or three consecutive lines from a 
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21 Assyrian scribes recording booty on one of the campaigns of Tiglath-Pileser III (744—727 sc). 
BM 118882. 


Sumerian text, giving a translation into Akkadian after each line, then quote from 
another part of the same text or from quite a different composition in the same manner, 
Sumerian with Akkadian translation, and end with an extract from a lexical text or the 
great list of gods known as ‘An = Anum’. The fundamental change from the early 
tradition is the provision of translations of the Sumerian texts. The change is mirrored in 
the contemporary libraries, in which Sumerian texts written for permanent record also 
have interlinear translations. 

Of the same late date are’the few surviving pictures of scribes, all from the area of 
Assyria. The wall paintings at Til Barsip (eighth or seventh century Bc) show pairs of 
scribes, one writing on a tablet with a stylus, and the other writing on a leather scroll 
with a pen, each holding his writing instrument differently. The papyrus was probably 
used for writing in Aramaic. Similar pairs of scribes can be seen on the reliefs from the 
palaces of Tiglath-Pileser, Sennacherib and Ashurbanipal at Kalhu and Nineveh 
(seventh century BC). 


Colophons 

Our knowledge of the scribes is mostly derived from the colophons of tablets. The word 
colophon (taken from Greek and meaning ‘summit’) describes the inscription formerly 
placed at the end of a book, containing the title, the printer's name, date and place of 
printing, etc. Nowadays books have title pages instead of colophons, but the term is 
regularly used by Assyriologists to describe the information which scribes wrote at the 
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end of tablets. There are three normal constituents to a colophon on a cuneiform tablet, 
the name of the scribe, the date, and the name of the town in which the tablet was 
written. Not all tablets have colophons, and some leave out one or another of these 
elements, but where they do include them all they generally follow this pattern. 

Scribes wrote their names on tablets as early as the Fara period (c. 2600 Bc). Most of 
the names have no great significance, but a few are of particular interest. Enheduanna, 
the daughter of Sargon I, and high priestess of the moongod Nanna at Ur, is one of the 
few female scribes known from Mesopotamia, and the earliest named author in history; 
her composition, named after its first line, nin-me-Sár-ra, ‘Lady of all aspects of life’, is a 
celebration of the goddess Inanna. The next royal scribe is Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria, 
over 1,600 years later. Although on the whole the literary texts do not record their 
authorship, a catalogue preserved at Nineveh gives us a list of the authors of some of the 
best-known compositions such as Sin-liqi-unninni, editor of the Gilgamesh series, and 
Lu-Nanna, author of the Etana epic. A few texts are attributed to the god Ea or the 
mythical sage Adapa. Later scribes give not only their own names and the names of their 
fathers but also the names of an earlier ancestor, the founder of the family or scribal 
dynasty, and many of these ancestors are identical with the scribes named in the list of 
authors. 

The scribes often describe themeselves simply as dubsar, but sometimes give them- 
selves other titles such as dubsar tur, ‘junior scribe’ (for instance Nur-Aya who copied 
out the Old Babylonian ‘Flood story’ of Atra-hasis), or masmas&u, ‘exorcist’. In a special 
class was the 'scribe of Enuma Anu Enlil', meaning the scribe of the astrological series 
entitled "When the gods Anu and Enlil' — in effect a professional astrologer. 


In a few cases even though no scribe's name is recorded we can see that a tablet was 
written by more than one scribe. A group of circular field-survey tablets of the Ur II 
period give the dimensions of various fields and the amount of barley that each field was 
expected to yield at harvest time. On a few tablets the space for the barley yield has been 
left blank. At first it was suggested that the tablets might only be school texts, but close 
examination revealed a different explanation. Wherever the barley yield was recorded it 
had been written in by a different hand, less deeply impressed than the rest of the text, 
probably when the clay had started to dry out. Apparently the surveyors were only 
responsible for recording the dimensions of the fields; the yield was worked out separ- 
ately by the accountants or tax inspectors. 

The date on a tablet is the date of writing; in a very few cases we can see that a tablet 
was written on one day and its envelope on the next day. The dates normally take the 
sequence month, day, year. The year can be indicated in several ways. In Sumer and in 
Babylonia of the Old Babylonian period the year was named after an event of some 
importance occurring either in that year or in the preceding year. The scribes had to keep 
long lists of such names in order to remember the sequence of documents. The Old 
Assyrian archives and those from Mari are dated by the name of the limmu, a public 
official appointed for the year. Again lists of these officials had to be kept. In Kassite 
times the system of regnal years began, ‘The first year of Kurigalzu’, and so on, and this 
system remained standard in Babylonia until the fourth century sc. The Assyrians stuck 
to the limmu system. Finally in 305 BC a new system was introduced in which all years 
were numbered in succession from the first year of the Seleucid Dynasty, deemed to be 
311 Bc. 
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The place names given in the colophons are particularly useful for the reconstruction 
of archives which have been distributed through the antiquities trade. But occasionally 
they can have a different significance. Tablets excavated in one town can have another 
town's name in the colophon, showing how tablets were carried around the country for 
business purposes. Or an archaeologist scribe copying an earlier text may describe how 
he found it ‘on the rubbish-tip at Nippur’. 


Libraries 

The archives in which tablets were stored and found have been referred to many times 
already. Excavations on almost any town or city site in southern Iraq will turn up at least 
a few tablets, and if one digs in a town of the Old Babylonian period it seems that one 
can find a few tablets in almost every house. Small private libraries existed at all periods; 
recent Belgian excavations at Tell ed-Der revealed a library of some 3,000 tablets in the 
house of a priest, datable to c. 1635 Bc, and the agents of Ashurbanipal reported to him 
on the contents of several private libraries which they were sending to him from Baby- 
lonia. But it is the large state or temple archives that yield the most useful information 
about the nature of the contemporary economy and administration, and in most 
periods, with the exception of the Old Babylonian, it is the formal libraries from palace 
and temple that preserved the mass of literary texts. 

The accidents of destruction and recovery have somewhat distorted our picture of the 
history and development of Mesopotamia. Some periods are extremely well known. The 
fall of the Ur III empire as a consequence of an Elamite raid in 2004 Bc resulted in the 
accidental burial of huge archives in the ruins of Umma, Puzrish-Dagan and Girsu; only 
a fraction of the tablets from these sites have been published so far. Similarly the 
breaking of Babylon's domination of the south by the kings of the new Sealand Dynasty 
in the time of Samsuiluna (1726 Bc) and the collapse of the First Dynasty of Babylon 
itself with the Hittite raid on Babylon in 15955c left large libraries for the 
archaeologist at Larsa and Sippar. Most famous of all is the library of Ashurbanipal at 
Nineveh, a priceless source for the reconstruction of Babylonian and Assyrian literature, 
which comes to us courtesy of the Babylonians and Medes who sacked Nineveh in 612 Bc. 
On the other hand many historical developments are still quite obscure because for long 
periods we have no significant archives. We have the impression, for instance, that there 
was a low level of economic activity in Babylonia for a century or two after the end of the 
First Dynasty of Babylon and again after the end of the Kassite Dynasty; but does the 
absence of tablets really imply this, or does it only mean that the country was at peace 
and no one’s library was being burnt down? 

The great archives from Mari and Ebla have given us a good idea of the nature of a 
Mesopotamian library, because (for once) they were properly excavated by competent 
archaeologists who kept a record of what was found in each room and even how the 
tablets lay on the floor. At Ebla one can see how the library was scattered across the floor 
as the wooden shelves on which it was stored collapsed. The ancient librarians, like their 
modern successors, needed systems to record where to find their tablets. In the case of 
many large tablets from the Ur HI period one can see brief notes written on one edge of 
the tablet, much like the title on the spine of a modern book, written so that the librarian 
looking along a shelf full of tablets could pick out the one he needed. Mostly this applies 
to economic texts, but marginal notes are found also, for instance, on tablets containing 
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multiplication tables. Where a library could not afford the expense of wooden shelves 
tablets were normally stored in jars or baskets, which had an explanatory clay tag tied 
on. Such tags have been found for baskets of Sumerian literary texts, and matching up 
the titles recorded on the tags with the titles of known compositions shows us how much 
is still unknown. The idea of storing tablets in boxes is reflected in literature too: an Old 
Babylonian epic concerning Naram-Sin begins, ‘Open the tablet-box and read the stele’. 
The scribe wishes to create the illusion that he is telling a story which has been preserved 
from distant days and lost in some forgotten corner or buried in a box in the foundations 
of a building. 

One device occasionally used, especially in the Old Babylonian period, to ease the 
burden of storing and manipulating many large tablets was to compile summaries of 
several contracts on a single tablet. The same thing could apply to literary texts. A recent 
German excavation at Isin has produced a fragment of a finely inscribed tablet with five 
different poetic compositions, running to about 7,070 lines in total. 

A simple system of keeping track of literary tablets was to add to the colophon a 
statement of the title of the series to which the tablet belonged and the number of the 
tablet within that series. So the famous Epic of Gilgamesh in its latest version consisted 
of twelve tablets; the story of the Flood was told on the eleventh tablet. The colophon 
reads, ‘He who saw everything, eleventh tablet’. ‘He who saw everything’ is the first line 
of the epic and therefore its title. To ensure that the scribe found correctly the next tablet 
of the series its first line might also be added to the colophon of the preceding tablet. 

The literary libraries largely consisted of standard texts copied and recopied from one 
generation to the next. Occasional new texts were added from time to time, but they 
were few by comparison with the great mass of traditional material. Much of this was 
not what we today would regard as literature, even if Assyriologists continue to call it 
such. The largest group of texts consists of omens, collections of observations made over 
hundreds of years concerned with the stars, the appearance of the liver of a sacrificial 
sheep, the movements of birds, etc. Other categories of texts were the lexical lists, 
incantations, prayers, and the well-known epic literature. The late Leo Oppenheim, in a 
summary of traditional Mesopotamian literature, calculated that the whole of the 
standard corpus as represented in a library like Ashurbanipal’s could have run to as 
many as fifteen hundred different tablets of between eighty and two hundred lines each; 
for many texts Ashurbanipal had several copies. 

Today the discovery of a new library of literary texts generates great excitement 
among Assyriologists, but such material is not really typical of the production of the 
Mesopotamian scribes. Most of them, after all their technical training, spent their lives 
writing lists of deliveries of sheep or issues of barley rations and occasionally taking a 
letter by dictation. The more successful scribes would end up as senior administrators in 
the state bureaucracy, but most of their colleagues would have been happy simply with 
their status as educated men and the knowledge that their training guaranteed them 
employment. 
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4 
The Geographical Spread 


The cuneiform script pioneered by the Sumerians and Babylonians came to be used for 
some fifteen different languages in its 3,000-year history. Most of these languages used 
the Sumero-Babylonian signs and syllabary, so the first stage of their decipherment was 
already done; but the fact that the Sumero-Babylonian system allows several signs to 
have the same value and each sign to have several values meant that each language in 
turn required an additional process of analysis and decipherment. A few peoples 
adopted the idea of writing in cuneiform, but created their own signs which therefore 
had to be quite separately deciphered (Old Persian, Ugaritic, and related alphabetic 
scripts). The decipherment of Old Persian and Babylonian is described in the next 
chapter. 


Eblaite 

After the pictographic tablets of Tell Brak there is a gap in the record in Syria of several 
hundred years before the cuneiform script is again found there. Recent Italian exca- 
vations at Ebla (Tell Mardikh, near Aleppo) from 1964 onwards have quite transformed 
the picture of Syria in the mid-third millennium. They revealed a major urban civilis- 
ation with widespread trade and commercial contacts and a scribal and literary tradi- 
tion that had much in common with contemporary Sumer, especially as known from the 
tablets of Abu Salabikh. Some 10,000 tablets of the Late Early Dynastic period 
(c. 2500—2400 Bc) have been found at Ebla mostly lying on the floor in orderly groups 
where the wooden shelves of the library had collapsed. Some are only small fragments, 
but many are huge tablets with 3,000 lines of writing or more. 

Much of what is written on these tablets is Sumerian and therefore gives us no clue to 
the nature of the local language. Thus we can read the Sumerian signs 3 udu-me$ and 
know that they mean both to us and to the scribes of Ebla ‘three sheep’, but how the 
scribes of Ebla pronounced what they read is another matter. They had taken over from 
Sumer the use of clay as a writing medium and Sumerian cuneiform as their script, and 
for convenience they continued to use the Sumerian signs for most of the objects and 
transactions that their economic texts had to record. It has been estimated that eighty 
per cent of the words in the Ebla texts are Sumerian. Interspersed among these Sumerian 
signs the remaining twenty per cent reflect the local language, now called Eblaite. 
Broadly speaking most of the nouns, verbs and adjectives occurring in the economic 
texts are written in Sumerian, and most of the prepositions, pronouns, conjunctions and 
personal names are written syllabically in Eblaite. The fact that all the basic concepts of 
the texts are recorded in Sumerian makes it relatively easy to get an idea of their content, 
but since we have very few texts written entirely in phonetic Eblaite, and these mostly 
poetic, it is hard to get a good picture of the Eblaite language. It is certainly Semitic, but 
its exact relation to other Semitic languages such as Akkadian, Amorite and Hebrew is 
still a matter for academic dispute. The problem is not made any easier by the inade- 
quacies of the Sumerian script for writing a Semitic language, discussed above. 
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Eighty per cent of the texts are administrative, concerning the textile industry, trade 
in metals, agriculture and personnel matters. A large group of lexical texts listing 
Sumerian words for animals, wooden objects, etc., form part of the Mesopotamian tradi- 
tion of scribal education, and some are directly duplicated by texts found at Fara and 
Abu Salabikh. Some of them list both the Sumerian term and its Eblaite equivalent; but 
not all the Sumerian terms are translated, perhaps because they were simply too well 
known to the Ebla scribes. The few political and geographical texts were, when first 
found, thought to provide early references to the city of Ashur and to many of the place 
names of the Bible. But after the first excitement subsided further study has eliminated 
most of these speculative ideas. Only a few literary texts have been made available so far, 
Sumerian incantations, a Sumerian hymn to the Lord of Heaven and Earth, and some 
very problematic texts in Eblaite. 


Elamite 

The heartland of Elam corresponds very roughly with the area of the modern Iranian 22 
oilfields. Although Elamite was one of the three languages of the Persian empire, beside 
Old Persian and Babylonian, and was therefore inscribed on the various monuments 
which inspired the first decipherment of cuneiform scripts, including the great rock 
relief at Behistun, Elamite has long been the poor relation of the three. It is the more 
curious since, as described in Chapter 1, a native form of pictographic writing (known as 
Proto-Elamite) appears at Susa almost as early as the earliest texts from Uruk 
(3100—2700 sc). The nature of the texts suggests a society just as advanced as their 
Sumerian neighbours. The texts can be partially understood by comparison of the 
pictograms with parallels from Uruk and by means of mathematical analysis, but they 
cannot yet be read as a language even though, as at Uruk, the script develops from being 
purely pictographic to being syllabic. 

At the time of the dynasty of Akkad the scribes of Susa had adopted the Sumerian 
script for commemorative inscriptions, but an Elamite invader, Puzur-Inshushinak, 
introduced a local variety of linear script based on the Proto-Elamite characters. 
Although we have a bilingual text inscribed in both Proto-Elamite and Old Akkadian 
the linear script is still only partly deciphered; it was in any case short lived, and for most 
of the next six centuries such documents from Elam as survive are written in Sumerian or 
Babylonian. Only four documents from this period are known to be written in 
cuneiform in Elamite. It is not until Middle Elamite times from the reign of Humban- 
numena I (about 1285—1266 Bc) onwards that we have inscriptions in the Elamite 
language again. At this point they use a limited repertoire of signs borrowed from 
Babylonia to write phonetic Elamite with a few logograms. Most of the texts are on 
bricks or stone monuments from Susa or nearby Dur-Untash (Choga-Zanbil), but a 
group of economic texts have been found in American excavations at Tall-i-Malyan. 


22 A Late Elamite letter, 
from Nineveh, c. 650 Bc. $m 2144. 
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Although the history of Elamite texts covers more than 2,500 years, the first large 
group of tablets which can be readily understood is the recently published economic 
archive of the Achaemenid Persian kings at Persepolis in the fifth century Bc. In fact 
other evidence shows that the Persian court was already using Aramaic for much of its 
business. 

The Elamite language is non-Semitic, and is not directly related to any of the other 
languages of the Near East. Its decipherment was naturally aided by the availability of 
the trilingual inscriptions of the Persian kings, but since the available inscriptions cover 
only a restricted range of subjects our knowledge of the language is still limited, and not 
more than a dozen scholars are involved in studying it. 


Hittite 

Until the present century the Hittites, who ruled much of present-day Turkey from the 
seventeenth to the thirteenth century Bc, were known only from scattered references in 
the Old Testament and the histories of the kings of Egypt and Babylonia. They came to 
light again in 1906 when Dr Hugo Winckler began to excavate their capital city of 
Hattusas (Boghazkóy). In the great palace of the Hittite kings he found a royal archive of 
10,000 tablets. Many of these were easily readable in Babylonian, but the large majority 
were in the previously unknown Hittite language. Fortunately the Hittite scribes used 
the Babylonian script and a large number of Sumerian or Babylonian words to express 
Hittite terms — just as the Babylonians had taken over Sumerian terms. When writing 
historical, legal or ritual texts the scribes would freely alternate between their native 
Hittite term and its Sumerian or Babylonian equivalent. So a very convenient starting 
point was provided for deciphering Hittite. 

The process of decipherment, begun by the Czech scholar B. Hrozny, was essentially 
completed by 1933 thanks to the combined efforts of F. Sommer, J. Friedrich, H. Ehelolf 
and A. Goetze. Hittite belongs to the Indo-European group of languages, although the 
use of the Sumero-Babylonian syllabary somewhat obscures this fact. Syllables consist- 
ing only of vowel + consonant, consonant + vowel, or consonant + vowel + consonant, 
are not suited to writing groups of more than two consonants, or two consonants at the 
beginning of a word such as commonly occur in Indo-European languages. It is now 
agreed that the true name of the language should be Nesite or Nesian (from the Hittite 
adverb neSili) but the name Hittite is now well established by tradition. 

The tablets from Hattusas give a good picture of Hittite politics and society. They 
consist of historical records, international treaties and correspondence, a law code 
including a table of standard prices, title-deeds for private estates, many religious and 
magical rituals, and a few mythological stories which have parallels in Greek literature. 
Historical references to a neighbouring people, the Ahhiyawa, have been seen as early 
evidence of Homer’s Achaeans. 

In addition to Hittite two other closely related Indo-European languages were spoken 
in the Hittite kingdom, Palaic and Luwian. A small number of texts in these two lan- 
guages have been found in the archives at Hattusas, together with short passages in the 
pre-Hittite language Hattian. All three languages are written in the Hittite cuneiform 
script. 


Hurrian 
This is the language of the Hurrian peoples who appear in the Near East at the end of the 
third millennium Bc in the area of the upper Euphrates in north Syria and survive there 
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23 A bilingual tablet written in Hittite and Luvian; a ritual against plague. BM 108548. 
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until c. 1000 sc. About 1500 Bc they set up the independent kingdom of Mitanni. The 
first known reference to this kingdom appeared in a letter from Amenophis III 
(1417—1379 nc) of Egypt to their king Tushratta. It was found in a large archive of 
international correspondence at El-Amarna in Egypt in 1887 and is still the most impor- 
tant single source of information about their language. A number of texts in Hurrian 
have been found in the Hittite archives from Hattusas (c. 1400 Bc), where passages in 
Hurrian are introduced by the word burlili, at Mari (c. 1750 c) and at Ugarit 
(c. 1500 Bc). The texts from Ugarit are written in a consonantal script and include a 
Sumero-Hurrian vocabulary, and there are fragments of a Hurrian translation of the 
Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesb from Hattusas. Hurrian names and terminology also 
appear in a wide variety of texts throughout the cuneiform milieu in the mid-second 
millennium Bc. Hurrian is an ancestor of the Urartian language, but otherwise its 
relation to other languages is quite obscure; modern scholars have often named it 
Mitannian. 

The Hurrians are of particular historical interest as the people who introduced the 
horse and chariot warfare to the Near East. A treatise on horse-training by Kikkuli of 
Mitanni found at Hattusas includes a number of technical terms in yet another lan- 
guage, which seem to have Sanskrit elements; it is not otherwise known and no satisfac- 
tory name has yet been found for it. 


Urartian 

The Urartians appear in history as the northern neighbours and rivals of the Assyrians 
from the thirteenth to the seventh centuries Bc. They took over from them both the 
cuneiform syllabary and the Assyrian sign forms, but their own language was related to 
Hurrian. Since the Urartian homeland lay around Lake Van, A. H. Sayce, who published 
the first lengthy study of the language in 1882, called it Vannic. The chief deity in Urartu 
was the god Haldi, so others have called the language Haldian or Chaldian, but today 
the name Urartian is agreed on. 

Such Urartian inscriptions as survive are mostly written on stone monuments and are 
the historical records of the kings of Urartu. Some texts are found inscribed on helmets, 
shields and metal vessels, naming their owners or donors, and there are about thirty clay 
tablets recording economic transactions. Already in 1826 E. Schulz copied forty-two 
cuneiform inscriptions in the area of Lake Van, but after he was murdered by a Kurdish 
chief in 1829 his copies were not published until 1840. Already by 1848 the Irish scholar 
Edward Hincks had taken the first steps towards the decipherment of Urartian, and this 
even before the decipherment of Babylonian and Assyrian had made much progress. The 
work of decipherment was continued by F. Lenormant and A. D. Mordtmann and was 
essentially completed with Sayce's publication (though, as with any newly deciphered 
language, vast progress has been made since his day). Since the Urartian kingdom 
extended over the Caucasus mountains much of the basic research into Urartian lan- 
guage and archaeology is being done by Soviet scholars. 


Ugaritic 

In 1929 French excavations at Ugarit (Ras Shamra) on the Syrian coast produced a quite 
unexpected new variety of cuneiform script datable to the fourteenth century Bc. Unlike 
the Sumero-Babylonian form this one had only thirty signs (and a vertical word divider) 
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24 Part of the Ugaritic epic of Aqhat. 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. 


and was plainly alphabetic. Remarkably the script was deciphered within a year by the 
independent efforts of H. Bauer, E. Dhorme and C. Virolleaud. The language proved to 
be related to Hebrew, and the mythological texts found at Ugarit concerning the god 
Baal and his entourage have been a fruitful source of material for scholars seeking early 
parallels to the poetic texts of the Hebrew Bible. In practice economic documents in 
both Ugaritic and Babylonian were also found at Ugarit, but it is the mythological texts 
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25 The Ugaritic alphabet. 
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which have stolen the limelight. There are over 1,000 tablets altogether written in 
Ugaritic, and the order of the alphabet is known from some tablets on which teachers or 
students wrote their ABC. It is almost identical with the traditional order of the Hebrew 
and Phoenician alphabets, and it is now apparent that it was the existence of contem- 
porary linear alphabetic scripts that inspired the invention of the Ugaritic system. The 
full alphabet of thirty signs was only used in administrative texts. In the literary texts the 
scribes used a shorter alphabet, leaving out the last three signs. 


It was probably the local use of the Ugaritic script that inspired a shorter cuneiform 
alphabet in Cyprus, Syria, Lebanon and Palestine. It is based on the Ugaritic script but 
has only twenty-two signs. Unfortunately very few such texts have been found so far, so 
we are unable to determine which of the local Semitic languages or dialects was being 
written in each case. The relevant texts have been conveniently assembled in a recent 
publication by É. Puech. 


Old Persian 

This cuneiform script was the first to be deciphered. In retrospect this is a remarkable 
fact since the normal requirement for the decipherment of a script is the availability of a 
large body of text to work on, and by comparison with Babylonian and Sumerian the 
amount and variety of Old Persian texts are very limited. However, at the time they were 
both more accessible and more legible than the other varieties of cuneiform. All of these 
points are in fact the result of the circumstances of the script's invention. 

It has recently been suggested that the Old Persian script was invented on the instruc- 
tions of the Achaemenid Persian king, Darius I (521—486 BC), in order to give him a 
distinctive script, comparable to those used by the kings of Babylon and Assyria, with 
which to inscribe his royal monuments. Even the cuneiform inscription on the stela of 
Cyrus (559—530 Bc) is now thought to have been placed there on the orders of Darius I. 
The script is found on rock reliefs, the stonework of the Achaemenid buildings at 
Pasargadae and Persepolis, gold, silver and stone commemorative tablets, and a number 
of seals and calcite vases, but on very few clay tablets. For everyday purposes the Persian 
court and administration used either Elamite cuneiform or Aramaic, and the use of Old 
Persian was entirely abandoned after the time of Artaxerxes III (358—338 Bc). Darius's 
inscription on the rock at Behistun, which was used by Rawlinson to complete 
Grotefend's decipherment of the script, remains the longest of all texts in Old Persian. 

The script has thirty-six characters. Apart from three vowels (a, i, u) all are syllables 
consisting of a consonant and one of the three vowels. In addition a single slanting 
wedge is used as a word divider, and there are five separate ideograms for ‘king’, 
‘country’, ‘earth’, ‘god’, and Ahuramazda (the name of the Persian deity), and numerical 
symbols. There are variant forms of the word divider and the ideograms for country and 
Ahuramazda. Some Old Persian texts are given in Chapter 5. In the accompanying table 
the conventions used by R. G. Kent have been followed: x represents Scottish ch as in 
loch, c represents English ch as in church, 6 represents English th as in thin, $ represents a 
hard s, $ represents English sh. 


In addition to the languages discussed above a number of languages not normally 
written in cuneiform are represented by personal names or technical terms appearing in 
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cuneiform texts. For instance in the Ur III and Old Babylonian period a large population 
of Amorites migrated into Mesopotamia and exercised considerable political influence. 
Almost all the kings of the Old Babylonian Dynasty bear Amorite names, and all that we 
know of this Semitic language is derived from the study of these names. The Kassite 
language is also known only from personal names and from two Babylonian tablets 
which are dictionaries for translating Kassite names. Similarly in the first millennium Bc 
many Egyptian, Greek, Arab, Jewish and Iranian names appear in the Late Babylonian 
economic texts. 


"mm e F q were mox "eH 


ku gu 

TR : E 4x e KH "n 
k x " : A is 7 : « "T + 
mi mu ya ra ru la 

KK XI KKK e FFH - 
xšāyaðiya dahyāuš būmiš baga Auramazda 

‘king’ ‘country’ ‘earth’ ‘god’ Ahuramazda 
pog Spe c XOT 

1 2 3 10 20 40 100 


26 The Old Persian script. 
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27 
28 


3 


Decipherment 


The story of the decipherment of cuneiform starts in the eighteenth century with 
travellers visiting the ruins of Persepolis, the capital city of the Achaemenid Dynasty of 
Persia (559—331 Bc). There they found and copied a number of short inscriptions from 
the doorways of the palaces, each of which was written out in three different forms of 
cuneiform script. In the eighteenth century the identity of the site was unknown, but 
study of the Greek histories eventually led people to believe that it was indeed Per- 
sepolis, and that its construction might have been the work of the Persian kings famous 
from the histories of Herodotus — Cyrus, Darius and Xerxes. 

The time of the Achaemenid Dynasty saw the rise to prominence of the Zoroastrian 
religion and the worship of its supreme god Ahuramazda. The sacred literature of the 
Zoroastrians, the so-called Zend-Avesta, had fortunately become known to European 
scholars from the publication of its text by A. Duperron in 1771, and knowledge of the 
Avestan language and the related Pahlavi texts which were published about the same 
time was to give many clues to the decipherment of the Old Persian cuneiform script. 

The first success in deciphering Old Persian was achieved by the German G. F. 
Grotefend. It had already been seen that the simplest version of each text used only a 
limited number of signs, and was therefore probably written in an alphabetic script. It 
had also been suggested that the single slanting wedges represented word dividers. 
Examination of the texts suggested that the script was written from left to right: for 
instance the sign group which we now transliterate as xa-$a-a-ya-0a-i-ya appears in 
fig. 28 at the ends of lines 1 and 3 complete, but also broken into two parts at the end of 
line 2 and the beginning of line 3. The texts illustrated here in figs 27 and 28 were both 
known to Grotefend. On the basis of the recently translated Pahlavi texts Grotefend 
guessed that this sign group (xa-$a-a-ya-0a-i-ya) would be the word for king, and that in 
lines 2—3 its repetition meant ‘king of kings’. So the text of fig. 28 probably said, ‘A, 
king ..., king of kings’. The-king’s name at the beginning of fig. 28, line 1, appears again 
in line 3 of fig. 27, followed again by xa-$a-a-ya-0a-i-ya. So he presumed that in this 
inscription King B was describing himself as son of King A. Grotefend suspected that the 
texts might concern the kings Darius and his son Xerxes, so using forms for these two 
names which he derived from Greek, Hebrew and Avestan he suggested reading the signs 
as follows: 


MAKETI ««XemHwm 


r 


Three signs, e, r and sh, seemed to be the same in the two names. 
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He then tackled the word for king (which we have transliterated as 
xa-$a-a-ya-0a-i-ya in the light of modern knowledge). The values already arrived at 
gave him: 


aemke Kx 


In Duperron’s edition of the Avesta he found the royal title khscheio. This he took as 
confirmation that the language of the cuneiform inscriptions was Avestan, and he 
assigned the values i and o to the two previously unidentified characters. Looking for the 
name of Darius’s father, Hystaspes, in the first inscription he fitted it to the signs which 
we now transliterate as vi-i-Sa-ta-a-sa-pa: 


T T «A m E R 


The signs o, sh and a were in the right places and he now had the signs for g, t, s, and p. 

This much he had already achieved by 1802. Comparing his results with the modern 
transcriptions one can see that the values of some signs were incorrect, and that he had 
not yet discovered that the script was not fully alphabetic, since in many cases the 
consonants have a specific vowel linked to them. Still it was a start, and a slow process of 
comparing various inscriptions with names known from historical sources gradually 
yielded approximate values for other signs. 

The next big step forward was taken by the Englishman Henry Rawlinson, who began 
in 1835 the lengthy process of copying the huge inscriptions of Darius carved on the side 
of a mountain at Behistun in western Iran. Rawlinson had already managed to reach the 
same kind of results as Grotefend on the basis of the triple texts of two inscriptions 
found at Mount Elwend, but he saw the need for lengthy texts of varied content to give a 
better chance of thoroughly understanding the language being deciphered. 

The texts carved for Darius at Behistun commemorated his victories in establishing 
his rule over the Persian Empire, and were accompanied by a relief depicting Darius and 
some of the kings whom he took captive. Like the shorter inscriptions already known, 
Darius's inscriptions were in three languages, now identifiable as Old Persian, Elamite 
and Babylonian. The task of copying the Old Persian text (414 lines in all) was com- 
pleted little by little over some ten years, since the texts were inscribed on a steep cliff, 
needing all Rawlinson's skill and daring as a climber to reach them. It was well worth the 
effort, since the complete text and the many shorter captions contained the names of all 
the peoples of Darius's empire, and comparison with the Greek histories allowed 
Rawlinson correctly to identify many more cuneiform signs. Armed with these and his 
knowledge of Avestan and Sanskrit Rawlinson was able to go on to produce a complete 
translation of the whole text in 1846. Other scholars, notably Edward Hincks in 
Ireland, had made significant contributions to the progress of decipherment, but it was 
Rawlinson's work at Behistun which set the seal on the whole enterprise. 


Continued on p. 62 
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QIK W MAK WACK HACK T KVH A 
FUNK TK WT EYE NAT mE Ie WI n em 
E TAT WN a FE K e RATE HK 
TICK TUNE RAAT AKIK HIKA 


27 Old Persian: carved above the figure of Xerxes in the doorways of his palace at Persepolis. 





— 






Xa-$a-ya-a-ra-$a-a : xa-$a-a-ya-0a-1-ya: va-za-ra- 
ka: xa-$a-a-ya-0a-i-ya : xa-$a-a-ya-0a-i-ya-a- 
na-a-ma: da-a-ra-ya-va-ha-u-Sa : xa-$a-a-ya-0a- 
i-ya-ha-ya-a: pa-u-qa : ha-xa-a-ma-na-i-Sa-i-ya 


XSayarsa xšâyaðiya vazraka xšâyaðiya x$áya6iyánám Dárayavahaus x$áya0iyahyá puça 
Haxámanisiya 
Xerxes, the great king, the king of kings, the son of Darius the king, an Achaemenian. 





T m3 et qu «« «m« TI Ie Ww Ye 

EFI E««m«mIeg wies 

e KW Ye WECWPN Z € W Y 1€ « 
| 












TOC arx AHA WW «iW WER «X 


THA WTA GT XX TEAK 
Ke A TE W «HY OY aT Z 


28 Old Persian: carved above the figure of Darius in the doorways of his palace at Persepolis. 






da-a-ra-ya-va-u-Sa : xa-$a-a-ya-9a-i-ya : 
va-za-ra-ka: xa-$a-a-ya-0a-i-ya : xa-Sa-a- 
ya-0a-i-ya-a-na-a-ma : xa-$a-a-ya-0a-i-ya: 
da-ha-ya-u-na-a-ma : vi-i-5a-ta-a-sa-pa-ha-ya- 
a: pa-u-qa : ha-xa-a-ma-na-i-$a-i-ya : ha- 

ya: i-ma-ma: ta-ca-ra-ma : a-ku-u-na-u-Sa 


Dárayavaué x$áya0iya vazraka xšâyaðiya x$áya0iyánám xšâyaðiya dahyunám Vistas- 
pahyá puça Haxâmanišiya hya imam tacaram akunaus 

Darius, the great king, king of kings, king of countries, son of Hystaspes, an 
Achaemenian, who built this palace. 
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FSI WEY WE AN Eje: A Y WET 
zT E SYYY 53 C Ye N quos 
E»! Y ee] DY ey yvy» 
WKY ve S € <P Esry > Y 
> > D HDPE SE KATE! BIT 


29 The Elamite version of fig. 28 (! represents the word divider; in line six a horizontal word divider 
is used. The sign sunki is a ‘logogram’ for the word ‘king’ and is not written out phonetically.) 


Let TK BY < Se m Y 





'da-ri-ya-ma-u-i§ ‘sunki ir-84- Darius, the great king, 
ir-ra ‘sunki !'sunki-ip-in-na ‘sunki! ^ king of kings, king 
da-a-á-i$-be-na 'mi-i8-ba-za-na- of all lands, 
áš-be-na 'mi-iš-da-áš-ba '&a-ak- son of Hystaspes, 

. ti 'ha-ak-ka4-man-nu-ši-ya ak-ka the Achaemenian, 
hi !da-is-sa-ra-um hu-ut-tas-da who built this palace. 


CRI ER V iK c Be 38 
D or «S S. LK 
y FTN SW V NX m Se 
nY 4 oN 5" F 
| Nw Ate 4p & 
Tm Ww ^» Y ES wa 


30 The Babylonian version of fig. 28. As explained on p. 63, in texts of the first millennium Bc 
Sumerian words are transliterated in capitals. 






!da-ri-ia-a-mus$ LUGAL GAL-# 

LUGAL LUGAL.MES LUGAL KUR.KUR.MES 
$a nap-ha-ri li-šá-nu gab-bi 

A lui-ta-as-pa 

la-ba-ma-an-ni-i3-5i-i 

ša É a-ga-a i-pu-ui 


Dariamus Sarra rabá Sar Sarrani Sar matati $a napbari lisanu gabbi apal Ustaspa 
Abamannissi? ša bita aga ipus 
Darius, the great king, king of kings, king of the lands of all tongues entirely, son of 


Hystaspes, the Achaemenian, who built this palace. 
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Once the meaning of the Old Persian texts bad been established the Elamite and 
Babylonian texts had to be tackled. The Behistun texts in these languages were copied by 
Rawlinson in 1844 and 1847, with even greater difficulty than he had faced when 
copying the Old Persian texts. The Elamite texts of the Achaemenid period use 123 
different signs, so the texts were clearly written syllabically, not alphabetically. Again 
the values of the different signs were established by comparing the writing of names in 
the Elamite and Old Persian texts. This would not always have been easy — compare the 
various writings of Hystaspes in figs 28—30: Old Persian vi-i-$a-ta-a-sa-pa-ha-ya-a, El- 
amite !mi-i$-da-ás-ba, Babylonian !ui-ta-as-pa. Since the Elamite language was not 
related to any other known language there was not the help available which Avestan and 
Sanskrit had provided for Old Persian, but by 1855 Edwin Norris, to whom Rawlinson 
had given his notebooks, had arrived at the correct decipherment of most of the script. 
Rawlinson and Hincks meanwhile concentrated on the Babylonian texts, which were 
the more interesting since they could be related to the stray texts in Babylonian and 
Assyrian which had been found in Mesopotamia in the preceding decades and to the 
flood of texts which were now coming from Layard's excavations at Kalhu (Nimrud). 

The Babylonian texts were altogether more difficult in some respects, since, as fig. 30 
shows, they were not written entirely phonetically but used a number of ‘logograms’ 
(signs each standing for a word). Thus in fig. 30 LUGAL is the Sumerian sign for king, 
and is used in place of the Babylonian word Sarru (in its various forms); KUR is Sumerian 
for Babylonian matu, land, and in this case plurality is expressed by doubling the sign 
KUR and adding the Sumerian plural sign MES. In the case of GAL-#, the Sumerian GAL 
has a phonetic complement á to indicate that the signs are to be read as rabá. None of 
this was at first apparent to the decipherers, who found themselves confronted by a far 
larger and more confusing set of signs than had been the case with Old Persian and 
Elamite (over 600 signs are in use in Babylonian and Assyrian in the first millennium BC). 
However, the decipherers, Rawlinson, Hincks and Jules Oppert, had an advantage in 
that it was supposed that the Babylonian language (which they assumed was hidden in 
this script) would be related to Hebrew and Aramaic and other languages of the Semitic 
group. The Semitic languages as then known were typically written out without regular 
indication of the vowels in a word. So when Rawlinson came across the different signs 
for ba, bi, bu, ab, ib, ub he would at first have regarded them all as different ways of 
writing b, and only later did he realise that the signs were significantly different and 
included the vowels which would contribute much to the understanding of Babylonian 
grammar. 

In the case of the decipherment of Babylonian the tortuous path by which Rawlinson 
and his competitors arrived at their goal is only partly hinted at in his notebooks, now 
preserved in the British Library. It was a path which often reduced him to despair, and in 
old age he was himself quite unable to account for how he had achieved success. Inter- 
national argument has returned frequently to the question of how much of the credit for 
success is due to Rawlinson himself. There is no doubt that Hincks in particular made 
significant contributions for which he has been given little credit. But the fact remains 
that the first major landmark was Rawlinson's publication of the cuneiform text, 
transliteration and translation of the Babylonian inscription from Behistun in 1851. 
Even then the varied nature of Babylonian cunciform, its contemporary equivalent in 
Assyria, and its predecessor in Sumer, was only partially apparent, and in some senses 
the decipherment of this branch of the cuneiform scripts continues to this day. 
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6 
Sample Texts 


Assyriologists habitually write out Sumerian in lower case Roman script and Akkadian 
in italics. But for texts of the first millennium words taken over from Sumerian are 
written in Roman capitals. There is no good reason for the difference; it is merely 
arbitrary. 


$ represents sh; s and t are emphatic consonants; h is a hard h. 

a e 1 ü are long vowels. 

Accents and subscript numbers are used to distinguish cuneiform signs which have the 
same sound, e.g. Sa, $á, $a, $a4. 

Ld and " are the cuneiform markers for personal names, divine names and towns. GIS 
and URU are markers for wooden objects and towns. Writing * rather than KI, etc., is 
again only an Assyriological convention. 





31 A tablet of the Jemdet Nasr period. BM 116730. 
The tablet is shown oriented in the late direction. However confusing this may be, 
scholars persist in exhibiting and publishing the early texts as if they had been written 
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and read in the late manner. To see the tablet as an early Sumerian scribe would have 
read it, turn this page so that the arrow points upwards, not sideways. Turning the page 
back to its natural direction the horizontal lines of the tablet have become vertical 
columns. Compare fig. 7, in which the little squares have expanded into lines. 

This text cannot yet be fully translated, but it illustrates the general character of the 
early texts. Each column concerns the issue of commodities as rations for a particular 
day. The day number is given at the bottom of the column, ‘day 1’, ‘day 2’, ‘day 3’, (‘day 4’ 
is out of sight on the bottom edge), ‘day 5’. Five different commodities are being issued; 
we shall call them A, B, C, D and E. 


> 4 9 8 eh & 
dy $A 8 g D E 


On day 1 they issue 5 A, 13B, 1 C; on day 2, 5 A, 1C, 5D; on day 3, 5 A, 8 E; on day 4, 15 
A, 3 B, 15 C, 40 D; on day 5, 10 A, 2 B, 3 C, 20 D. The various commodities are 
summarised on the reverse of the tablet. On day 4 there is also an issue of 5 items of 
another commodity identified by a lengthy group of signs. The remaining signs at the 
end of each column are not yet understood. 


y] 


1 


32 A tablet of the Fara period; Sumerian. BM 15833. 

Like the previous tablet this one would probably have been read in antiquity from a 
different angle. It is a list of cattle being received from or distributed to various temple 
herds; The signs are still grouped in boxes; in a later text ‘from Enlil would be written 
ki *en-líl 


18e gu, 1 barley-fed ox 
6 ú gu, 6 grass-fed oxen 
4uruppak the god Shuruppak 
3$egu, 3 barley-fed oxen 
6 á gu, 6 grass-fed oxen 
dgi the god Gibil 

bil 


3 den 
ki lil 
2 gu, 
6 ú gu, 
kin nir 
7 gu, 
ki den zu 
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3 from the god Enlil 


2 oxen 

6 grass-fed oxen 
Mr Kinnir 

7 oxen 

from the god Suen 





33 A brick inscription of Ur-Nammu, king of Ur (2112—2095 BC); Sumerian. BM 90015. 


d d 


inanna nin-a-ni ur- 
mu-na-düà 


nammu nita-kala-ga lugal-uriV-ma lugal-ki-en-gi-ki-uri-ke, é-a-ni 


For Inanna his lady Ur-Nammu, the mighty man, king of Ur, king of Sumer and Akkad, 


has built her temple. 
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' EEZETIECSEES 
E- f&E- BITE $-4—| 

2 

, EE XeeTEP- dE 


















HoH FE 
e ce 


34 Part of the code of laws of Hammurapi, king of Babylon (1792—1750 BC); 
Babylonian. 

1. Sum-ma a-wi-lum i-in dumu a-wi-lim uh-tap-pi-id i-in-šu u-ha-ap-pa-du 

Summa awilum in mar awilim ubtappid insu ubappadu 

If a man destroys the eye of another man, they will destroy his eye. 

2. Sum-ma gir-pad-du a-wi-lim is-te-bi-ir gir-pad-du-Su i-Se-eb-bi-ru 

Summa esmet awilim istebir esmetsu isebbiru 

If he breaks the bone of another man, they will break his bone. 

3. Sum-ma i-in mas-en-kak #h-tap-pi-id ù lu gir-pad-du ma&-en-kak is-te-bi-ir 1 ma-na 
kü-babbar i-Sa-gal 

Summa in muskénim ubtappid u lu esmet muskenim istebir 1 mana kaspam isaqqal 
If he destroys the eye of a subordinate or breaks the bone of a subordinate he shall pay 
one mina of silver. 
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Y EPA Tre SEY «C 34. PPP 
PT xr re Tr DERE A 





(am aa cm P—, d EA ) 












35 The inscription above a picture of Sennacherib, king of Assyria, at the seige of 
Lachish. Assyrian. 


1. sin-PAP.MES-SU Sar, SU iar, KUR ai-iur 3. Sal-la-at URU la-ki-su 
Sin-abbe-eriba Sar kissati Sar mat assur Sallat Lakisu 
Sennacherib, king of the world, king of Assyria the booty of Lachish 

2. ina GIS.GU.ZA ni-me-di ú-šib-ma 4. ma-ha-ar-Su e-ti-iq 
ina kussi nemedi usibma maharsu etiq 
sat on a throne and passed before him. 


36 Alternative writings of the names of some Assyrian kings. 


Ashurnasirpal, Assur-nasir-apli — 'AS-PAP-A, !ai-iur-PAP-A 


Tor aE E 


Shalmaneser, Sulmánu-asared — 'Snl-ma-nu-MAS 


Tab TER N 


Sargon II, Sarru-kin — !šárru-GIN, 'LUGAL-GLNA 


[ PT ae 6 pa T 
T "T TT Bit P eT] 


Sennacherib, Sin-ahhē-erība — \4sin-PAP.MES-eri,-ba, *EN.ZU-SES.MES-SU 
TRAP T aad 6 — 

Esarhaddon, A3sur-ab-iddina — 'AS-PAP-AS, !dai-3ur-PAP-AS 

Tr eh te N 

| "4 Trt HH RI 


Ashurbanipal, Assur-bani-apli — 'a3-Sur-DU-A, 'AN.SÁR-DÜ-A 
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K +E E Bq EET oi Iss ZAN mke 
f ee [mex [nz 





37 A brick inscription of Nebuchadnezzar II, king of Babylon (604—562 Bc); 
Babylonian. 
1. 5nabu-ku-du-ür-ri-usur LUGAL KÁ.DINGIR.RA* 

Nabá-kudurri-usur Sar Babili 

Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, 


2. za-ni-in é-sag-il ù é-zi-da 
zanin Esgila u Ezida 
patron of Esagila and Ezida, 


3. IBILA a-3a-re-du 
aplu asaredu 
eldest son 


4. ša “nabu-IBILA-URU LUGAL KÁ.DINGIR.RAF 
ša Nabü-apla-usur Sar Babili 
of Nabopolassar, king of Babylon. 
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7 
Fakes 


Any form of document can became a subject for the collector, and cuneiform documents 
are no exception. Whether one seeks examples of calligraphy, literature, postal history, 
or merely curios, a cuneiform tablet can be an attractive item. Vast quantities of tablets 
were brought to Europe and North America between 1890 and the early 1930s and 
found their way into private collections and local museums. Along with the genuine 
tablets came many fakes, and both continue to circulate as collections are formed and 
dispersed. The difficulties of the cuneiform script mean that an experienced 
Assyriologist has little problem in recognising a fake except in the case of really well- 
made casts. However, few museums and even fewer dealers have any expertise in 
cuneiform, and most have to rely heavily on advice from a small number of scholars. 
Some comments on the subject of cuneiform fakes may therefore be interesting and 
helpful both to potential collectors and to museum visitors. 

Whenever someone starts to collect, and especially when he is prepared to pay good 
money for objects, someone else sees an opportunity to make an easy profit by supplying 
the new market with forgeries. So the first cuneiform forgeries of modern times appear 
already in the 1820s, in the collections of C. J. Rich, British Resident in Baghdad. His 
manuscript collection contains a number of faked tablets and cylinder inscriptions of 
Nebuchadnezzar II moulded in the local clay from originals found at Babylon. No doubt 
these were the product of the local merchants of the nearby town of Hillah. Since the 
decipherment of cuneiform still lay in the future it would not have been too easy to 
detect the forgeries, but it is suggestive that none of them are illustrated in the beautiful 
drawings of Rich’s cuneiform collection made by Carl Bellino. 

Later in the nineteenth century casts of tablets appear in larger numbers, and with 
some of these one encounters a special problem, as they were made by two of the most 
professional people in their field, the Ready brothers. They were not in fact made as 
fakes at all, but as bona fide replicas, and as such have occasionally caused problems for 
later museum curators. The Ready brothers were employed to make official copies of 
many works of art for the British Museum, and had access to numerous very well 
preserved cuneiform tablets on which to try their skill; some of the resulting casts have 
even caused confusion within the Museum. 

The first warning of a cast of a tablet is its weight; a plaster cast tends to be noticeably 
lighter than a clay tablet of similar size. The second indication is the mark around the 
edge of the cast where the two pieces of the cast, front and back, have been fitted 
together. Occasionally the truth also appears from the direction in which the tablet 
turns. When reading a book we turn the pages from right to left; but cuneiform tablets 
were turned bottom to top. Only a handful of genuine tablets break this rule. So if a 
tablet appears to turn right to left it is almost certainly a forgery. 

A very simple warning is carried by a large number of fakes made in Turkey in the 
early years of this century — a slip of Turkish newspaper pasted on to one edge. It is 
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remarkable how many tablets still circulate in the market today with this forger's 
trademark surviving so visibly. 

Another danger sign is the nature of the inscribed object itself. The vast majority of 
inscriptions written in antiquity were written on clay. Inscribed seals are much less 
common, although very durable, but are quite often faked simply because they are so 
much prized by collectors. But inscribed statues surviving from antiquity, especially 
complete statues, are very rare. Despite that there is nowadays a flourishing trade in the 
Levant in crude statues made in some easily worked stone brazenly carrying on the front 
or back large cuneiform inscriptions which immediately proclaim them forgeries. On 
the whole forged inscriptions on metal vessels and weapons seem to be incised by a 
rather more competent group of craftsmen. With all objects other than clay tablets there 
is the added difficulty that many items were also made in antiquity by second-rate 
craftsmen. A wealthy Babylonian bureaucrat could well afford a perfectly cut cylinder 
seal from the best seal-cutter in town while a small-time merchant in north Syria might 
carry a seal of very indifferent workmanship cut by a man who had only a slight 
knowledge of cuneiform. Even experienced curators often find it hard to tell the 
difference between third-rate antiquities and fakes. 

The easiest test of authenticity is to take a long hard look at the cuneiform inscription 
itself. As explained before, from the later third millennium onwards cuneiform signs are 
almost exclusively created from three different types of wedges, vertical wedges having 
the head at the top, horizontal wedges with the head at the left, and slanting wedges with 
the head either in a central position or at the upper left end. The forger frequently 
ignores this rule. So any inscription where individual wedges point upwards, to the left, 
or slant up to the right, should be treated with suspicion. Excessive repetition of a small 
group of signs is also a common hallmark of an unimaginative forger. 

Ultimately the best defence against fakes is to acquire some visual familiarity with the 
genuine article, whether by frequent visits to those few museums that display cuneiform 
inscriptions, or by building up a library of photographs. One should bear in mind that 
although some tablets are masterpieces of calligraphy, the vast majority of inscriptions 
were written by ordinary scribes for purely practical or commercial use, and that these 
are the texts that one will most commonly find in local museums or private collections. 





38 An Old Babylonian cylinder-seal. BM 103314. 


Where to see 
Cuneiform Inscriptions 


The following is a summary of the principal collections of cuneiform inscriptions. It 
includes some quite small collections which hold material from particular sites or have 
published catalogues. Many collections have been built up entirely from purchases on 
the antiquities market. Others are largely the result of sponsoring excavations; these are 
briefly summarised. The references to excavations will give some idea of the history of 
archaeological exploration, especially in Iraq. On many sites excavation has continued 


to the present day. 


Belgium 
Brussels, Musées Royaux d'Art et d'Histoire. 


Canada 
Toronto, Royal Ontario Museum. 


Denmark 
Copenhagen, The National Museum. 


Eire 
Dublin, The Chester Beatty Library and Gallery 
of Oriental Art. 


France 

Paris, Musée du Louvre — tablets from 
excavations at Girsu (1877—1933), Susa 
(1884—1978, Mari (1933—), Ugarit (1929—), 
etc. 

Paris, Collége de France. 

Paris, Ecole pratique des Hautes Etudes, IV* 
Section. 

Strasbourg, Bibliothéque Nationale et 
Universitaire. 


Germany 

Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Vorderasiatisches 
Museum — tablets from excavations at 
Babylon (1899—1917), Fara (1902—3), Ashur 
(1903—14) and Uruk (1928—39). 

Jena, Friedrich-Schiller-Universitat, Hilprecht 
Sammlung - tablets from the University of 
Philadelphia's excavations at Nippur. 


Ira 

Baghdad, The Iraq Museum - tablets from all 
Iraqi excavations and many foreign 
excavations from 1920 onwards. 


Italy 

Aosta, Collegiata dei SS. Pietro e Orso. 
Florence, Archaeological Museum. 
Rome, Vatican Museum. 


Netherlands 
Leiden, University of Leiden, Bóhl Collection. 


Switzerland 
Geneva, Musée d'Art et d'Histoire. 


Syria 

Aleppo National Museum — tablets from Ebla. 

Damascus, The National Museum — tablets 
from Mari and Ugarit. 


Turkey 

Ankara, Museum of Anatolian Civilisations — 
Old Assyrian tablets from Kanesh and Hittite 
tablets from Hattusas. 

Antakya, Hatay Museum — tablets from Alalah. 

Istanbul, Archaeological Museums (Ancient 
Orient Museum) — tablets from various 
excavations in Mesopotamia conducted by 
foreign institutions during the time of the 
Ottoman Empire. Over 85,000 tablets in 
total. 


UK 
Birmingham, City Museums and Art Gallery. 
Edinburgh, Royal Scottish Museum. 
Liverpool, Merseyside County Museum. 
London, British Museum - tablets from 
excavations at Kalhu (Nimrud) 
(1845—1963), Nineveh (1846—1932), 
Babylon and Sippar (1879—82), Tell ed-Der 
(1890—1), Ur (1922—34) and Alalah 
(1937—49), etc., and large collections 
acquired by purchase. Over 130,000 in total. 
Manchester, The Manchester Museum. 
Oxford, The Ashmolean Museum — tablets 


from excavations at Jemdet Nasr and Kish 
(1923-33). 


USA 
Ann Arbor, Kelsey Museum, University of 
Michigan. 
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Baltimore, The Walters Art Gallery. 

Berkeley, University of California, Lowie 
Museum of Anthropology. 

Berrien Springs, Mi., Andrews University, 
Horn Archaeological Museum. 

Cambridge, Harvard University, The Semitic 
Museum - tablets from Nuzi (1927—31). 
Chicago, Oriental Institute Museum-tablets 

from Nippur (1948—), Eshnunna, 
(1930—37), etc. Over 20,000 tablets in total. 
New Haven, Yale University — over 30,000 
tablets. 
New York, Columbia University Libraries. 





New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

Philadelphia, Free Library. 

Philadelphia, University Museum of the 
University of Pennsylvania — tablets from 
Nippur (1889—1900), Ur (1922-34), etc. 
Over 30,000 tablets in total. 

Urbana, University of Illinois, World Heritage 
Museum. 


USSR 
Leningrad, State Hermitage Museum. 
Moscow, State Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts. 


39 A pre-Sargonic tablet from Girsu; 
a census of sheep from the time 

of king Uruinimgina (2351—2342 Bc). 
BM 96591. 
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C. Bermant and M. Weitzman, Ebla: an archaeological enigma. London, 1979 (contains an 
excellent chapter on the decipherment of cuneiform) 
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Preface 


The limitations of this section should be stated at the outset. It is simply too brief to do 
justice to a system of communication as complex and many-sided as the hieroglyphic 
writing of ancient Egypt. The account of the subject presented bere has had to be very 
selective, covering, in an introductory manner, only those areas that I believe to be of the 
greatest importance and interest. For more detailed and scholarly treatments of the 
various aspects of the system, readers are recommended to consult the works listed in 
the Bibliography. 

In preparing this work I have been kindly and ably assisted in various ways by a 
number of colleagues. Mr T. G. H. James made several valuable suggestions concerning 
its organization and content; Professor A. F. Shore and Miss Carol Andrews provided 
information on Coptic and demotic matters; Mrs Christine Barratt drew the line illus- 
trations and the hieroglyphs in the text; Mr Peter Hayman prepared the bulk of the 
photographic material; Miss Felicity Jay typed the final copy. To all these I offer grateful 
thanks, as I do also to those institutions who have allowed me to use illustrations of 
objects in their collections. 


EGYPTIAN HIEROGLYPHS 


Contents 
1 TheLanguage 78 
2 The Scripts 82 
3 The Principles 102 
4 ALittle Basic Grammar 113 
5 Decipherment 119 
6 Borrowings 129 
Bibliography 135 


77 


EGYPTIAN HIEROGLYPHS 


78 


1 
The Language 


Ancient Egyptian occupies a special position among the languages of the world. It is not 
only one of the very oldest recorded languages (probably only Sumerian is older) but it 
also has a documented history longer by far than that of any other. It was first written 
down towards the end of the fourth millennium Bc and thereafter remained in continu- 
ous recorded use down to about the eleventh century AD, a period of over 4,000 years. 
Egyptian, or Coptic (as the last stage of the language is called), expired as a spoken 
tongue during the Middle Ages, when it was superseded by Arabic. It is now, strictly, a 
dead language, though it continues to ‘live on’, albeit in a fossilised form, in the liturgy 
of the Coptic church in Egypt. Although it can only be a minute fraction of what was 
actually produced, the body of written material to have survived in Egyptian is, never- 
theless, enormous. It consists, in large part, of religious and funerary texts, but it also 
includes secular documents of many different types — administrative, business, legal, 
literary and scientific — as well as private and official biographical and historical inscrip- 
tions. This record is our most important single source of evidence on ancient Egyptian 
society. 

Since the decipherment of the writing system in the third decade of the last century 
(see Chapter 5), the language has been among the most thoroughly researched areas of 
Egyptology. As a result, although a great deal of vocabulary and many points of gram- 
mar remain to be fully elucidated, our understanding of the basic structure of Egyptian 
and of the rules governing its operation can now be considered to be on a reasonably firm 
footing. It is not only Egyptologists who have taken an interest in the language. In recent 
years increasing attention has been paid to Egyptian by linguists concerned with the 
study of human language as a general phenomenon. In this area, Egyptian is of particular 
importance to comparative and historical linguists, its longevity offering a rare oppor- 
tunity for the testing of theories concerning the nature and rate of language change and 
development. 

Egyptian is one of a group of African and Near Eastern languages (many of them still 
living tongues) which have sufficient similarities in their grammar and vocabulary to 
suggest that they are derived from a common linguistic ancestor. This group is known to 
scholars as Afro-Asiatic (or Hamito-Semitic). The Afro-Asiatic family is deemed at 
present to consist of six co-ordinate branches, of which Ancient Egyptian forms one. 
The other five are: Semitic (sub-branches of which include such well-known languages 
as Akkadian, Hebrew and Arabic), Berber (found in north Africa to the west of Egypt), 
Chadic (found in the sub-Saharan regions to the east, south and west of Lake Chad), 
Cushitic (found in the Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia and north-west Kenya) and Omotic 
(found in southern Ethiopia). Of these, only Egyptian and Semitic are favoured with 
substantial written traditions; in the case of the others, written sources are minimal or 
even non-existent and a great deal of basic recording and analysis still remains to be 
achieved. There is as yet no consensus as to the date when the various branches separated 
from the proto-language. Recent estimates, based largely on the degree of differenti- 
ation between early Egyptian and Akkadian (the oldest recorded form of Semitic), vary 
widely. One scholar has placed the likely date of separation at around 6000 Bc, another 
at around 12000 Bc. 

There is no evidence that the ancient Egyptians took a serious interest in the analysis 
of their own language. If works of grammar, such as those written in antiquity for Greek 
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Table 1: Stages in the development of the Egyptian language. 
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and Latin, were composed for Egyptian, they have not survived. Our knowledge of 
Ancient Egyptian is entirely the product of modern scholarship. Egyptologists identify 
five, somewhat arbitrary, stages in the development of the language (see table opposite), 
each characterised by certain distinctive features of grammar and orthography, with the 
most fundamental point of division perceived as lying between the first two stages, on 
the one hand, and the last three, on the other. They have been arrived at by analysis and 
comparison of a large number of dated texts, covering the whole period of the recorded 
use of the language. Scholars, engaged in such work, have had always to keep in mind 
that the evidence at every stage consists of the language as written, and that written 
language rarely corresponds exactly to the spoken variety. Written language is more 
conservative: it frequently includes spellings that are partly or even wholly historical as 
well as words and grammatical constructions that have long ceased to be used in actual 
speech. Such redundancy is well evidenced in the case of Egyptian. In the following 
outline of the five stages it should be noted that the language of the very earliest 
inscriptions (from the late Predynastic and Early Dynastic Periods (c. 3100—2650 Bc)), 
sometimes called ‘Archaic Egyptian’, is not included as a stage. This is because the 
inscriptions in question are too brief and limited in content to allow any meaningful 
analysis of the underlying language. 


Old Egyptian 
The language of the inscriptions of the Old Kingdom (c. 2650—2135 Bc), the period in 
which the first continuous texts appear. 


Middle Egyptian 

The idiom, in particular, of the First Intermediate Period and the Middle Kingdom 
(c. 2135—1785 Bc); regarded as the ‘classical’ stage of the language, used in literary, 
religious and monumental inscriptions through to the Graeco-Roman Period. Very close 
to Old Egyptian in structure. 


Late Egyptian 

The everyday language of the New Kingdom and Third Intermediate Period 
(c. 1550—700 BC), as witnessed particularly in secular documents of the Ramesside 
Period (c. 1300—1080 sc); also found to some extent in literary and monumental in- 
scriptions. Very different from Old and Middle Egyptian, especially in its verbal struc- 
ture. 


Demotic 
Vernacular successor of Late Egyptian, written in the script known as Demotic (see 


below, Chapter 2), attested from the beginning of the Late Period down to late Roman 
times (c. 700Bc—fifth century AD). 


Coptic 

The final stage of the language, as written in the Coptic script (see below, Chapter 2), 
from the third century AD onwards. The only stage of the language of which the vocalic 
structure is known and in which distinct dialects are recognisable. The two major 
dialects are: Sahidic, the standard literary dialect until the tenth century AD, its place of 
origin uncertain, possibly Thebes or Memphis; and Bohairic, originally the dialect of the 
west Delta, which supplanted Sahidic as the official dialect in the eleventh century. 
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2 
The Scripts 


By the Late Period of Egyptian history three distinct scripts were in use for writing the 
Egyptian language. They are known as hieroglyphic, hieratic and demotic respectively. 
They are superficially different from each other in appearance but actually represent the 
same writing system, hieratic and demotic being merely cursive derivatives of hiero- 
glyphic. All three were eclipsed during the Roman Period by a fourth script, called 
Coptic, which was based on the Greek alphabet and operated on quite different prin- 
ciples. The present chapter will be devoted mainly to an account of some of the more 
important external features and conventions of the scripts; the principles underlying the 
native system will be dealt with in the next chapter. 


Hieroglyphic 

This was the earliest form of Egyptian script, and it was also the longest-lived. The first 
hieroglyphs appear in the late Predynastic Period, in the form of short label-texts on 
stone and pottery objects from various sites, probably to be dated within the range 
3100—3000 Bc, while the last datable examples are to be found in a temple inscription 
on the island of Philae carved in ap 394, nearly three and a half thousand years later. 
Originally the script was employed to write different kinds of texts, in a variety of 
media, but as its cursive version, hieratic, developed, hieroglyphic was increasingly 
confined to religious and monumental contexts, where it was rendered most typically in 
carved relief in stone. It was for this reason that the ancient Greeks called the individual 
elements of the script ta hiera grammata, ‘the sacred letters’, or ta hieroglyphica, ‘the 
sacred carved (letters)', from which our terms ‘hieroglyph’ and ‘hieroglyphic’ are 
derived. 

The signs of the hieroglyphic script are largely pictorial or ‘iconic’ in character. A few 
are of indeterminate form and origin, but most are recognisable pictures of natural or 
man-made objects, which, when carefully executed, may exhibit fine detail and 
colouring, although they are conventionalised in form and their colour is not always 
realistic. There is little doubt that the best examples of the script have ‘an intrinsic 
beauty of line and colour’ that fully justifies the claim, often made, that ‘Egyptian 
hieroglyphic writing is the most beautiful ever designed’. Its pictorial character should 
not, however, mislead one into thinking that the script is a kind of primitive ‘picture- 
writing’. It is a full writing system, capable of communicating the same kinds of 
complex linguistic information as our own alphabet, though it does so by different 
means. Typologically the script is a ‘mixed’ system, which means that its constituents do 
not all perform the same function; some of the signs convey meaning, others convey 
sound (see Chapter 3). 

The system was never limited to a fixed number of hieroglyphs. It contained a rela- 
tively stable core of standard signs throughout its history, but, in addition, new signs 
were invented as required, while others fell into disuse. Developments in material 
culture were influential in this process. Innovations in Egyptian weaponry at the begin- 
ning of the New Kingdom, for example, saw the introduction of hieroglyphs for the 


horse and chariot, NB, and for a new type of sword, X773. By the same process, 
other hieroglyphs became obsolete and were either changed in form or entirely replaced; 
the sign for the royal khepresh-crown was) in the Thirteenth Dynasty and tJ in the 
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Eighteenth Dynasty; the sign for the common razor was => in the Old Kingdom, 
œ= in the Middle Kingdom, and finally w in the New Kingdom. In these cases 


developments in fashion and technology produced corresponding changes in the script, 
each sign in turn depicting the current form of the actual object. There was no consis- 
tency in the process, however. Many hieroglyphs, even those in culture-sensitive 
categories, retained a more or less regular form; others changed temporarily and then 
reverted. The common hieroglyph depicting scribal equipment, for example, was writ- 


ten in the Old Kingdom, ‘up-dated’ to iil in the First Intermediate Period, and then 


changed back to the Old Kingdom form, which remained standard thereafter. 

Taken over the whole period of the script's use, the total number of known hierog- 
lyphs is huge; over 6,000 have so far been documented. The figure is misleading, 
however. The vast majority of these signs are found only on the temple walls of the 
Graeco-Roman Period, when, perhaps for special religious and esoteric reasons, the 
number of hieroglyphs was deliberately increased. In earlier periods the repertoire in 
standard use at any one time was always fewer than 1,000 (for example, about 700 are 
attested for the period covered by Middle Egyptian proper), and of these only a relative- 
ly small proportion occurs with real frequency. 


3 Left Temple inscription carved in AD 394. These are the latest firmly dated hieroglyphs yet 
attested. They label a representation of a god, whom they name as ‘Merul, son of Horus’. 
Temple of Philae. 

4 Right Inscription in a tomb of the early New Kingdom including some of the very earliest 

examples of hieroglyphs representing the chariot and the horse. Elkab. 
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A hieroglyphic inscription is arranged either in columns or in horizontal lines, the 
former being the more ancient arrangement. The sequence of signs is continuous. There 
are no punctuation marks or spaces to indicate the divisions between words. Orient- 
ation is usually rightward, with the individual signs and the inscription of which they 
form a part read from right to left, and with upper taking precedence over lower. It has 
been suggested by one authority that this preference for rightward orientation is derived 
from the fact that human beings are generally right-handed; quite simply, in producing a 
text, 'the scribe began on the side where the hand that did the writing happened to be 
situated'. Leftward orientation does also occur but as a rule only in certain contexts; it 
was employed, for example, in inscriptions that accompany figures facing left, or to 
provide balance or symmetry in a larger composition. Examples of horizontal and 
columnar inscriptions orientated in both directions are given below. The direction of 
writing is indicated as well as the order in which the signs are to be read. It will be seen 


rightward leftward 


S 


des EH [E 





5 Examples of columnar and horizontal inscriptions, in rightward and leftward orientation. The 
numbers indicate the order in which the signs are to be read. 
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that a clue to the direction of reading is given by those signs, especially human or animal, 
that have a recognisable front and rear. Such signs in normal writing always face the 
beginning of the inscription. 

Aesthetic or calligraphic considerations played a large part in the internal organis- 
ation of an inscription. Hieroglyphs were not written in linear sequence, one after 
another, like the letters of an alphabetic script, but were grouped into imaginary squares 
or rectangles so as to ensure the most harmonious arrangement and to minimise the 
possibility of unsightly gaps. Such requirements affected the relative size and propor- 
tions of individual signs and determined whether a word was written in full or in an 
abbreviated form. It is not uncommon to find hieroglyphs switched in their order for 
reasons of better spacing. Indeed ‘graphic transposition’, as it is called, is virtually the 6 
rule for some sign combinations, particularly those in which a bird hieroglyph is written 
next to a small squat sign or a tall thin one. Many such transpositions were initially 
designed to make the most effective use of space in columnar inscriptions, but became so 
standard that they were often retained in horizontal texts as well. 

Sign order was similarly affected by considerations of prestige. Words for entities of 
high status (such as ‘king’, ‘god’, and the names of specific gods) were usually given 
precedence in writing over words which, in speech, they followed. Typical examples 
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6 Examples of graphic transposition. The transposed signs are marked with a cross. 
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occur in the lines of an inscription on a tomb panel belonging to a man called Iry (written 
IET l| 4) ). The first three signs of the inscription form the beginning of a common funerary 


formula which translates as ‘An offering which Anubis gives’. In the order of signs the 
jackal hieroglyph occupies initial position in the group, whereas the word it represents, 
‘Anubis’, actually comes third in the order of Egyptian speech. The jackal takes prece- 


dence because Anubis is a god. Similarly in the group , which is a title meaning 
‘priest of the king’, the hieroglyphs for ‘king’, C3 are written before the hieroglyph for 


‘priest’, , in reversal again of the actual word order. Graphic reversals of this kind 
are referred to as ‘honorific transposition’. 
The hieroglyphic script was always more than just a writing system. The Dub 
referred to it as [^^ | 1, ‘writing of the divine words’, or simply as , ‘divine 
1? 


a 
words’. The individual hieróglyph was termed Ns sign’, ‘image’, ‘form’, the 


same word as was sometimes used to denote a representation in Egyptian art. This 
terminology reflects two points of fundamental importance about the script: it was 
closely related to representational art and, like the art, it was endowed with religious or 
magico-religious significance. 

The interrelationship between art and writing, which can be seen already on some of 
the earliest inscribed monuments, is evident in a number of ways. Most obviously the 
hieroglyphs are themselves miniature pictures. In fact, in all essentials, they are small- 
scale versions of the larger ‘actors’ in an artistic scene. It is important to remember that 
Egyptian art was not a free form. It had a distinct purpose: to ‘make to live’ for eternity 
the things it depicted. In keeping with its purpose it was governed by strict rules as to 
content and manner of representation. A basic convention was that a figure should be 
depicted as objectively as possible, with no account taken of the effects of visual distor- 
tion. A figure was reproduced, two-dimensionally, in what was deemed to be its most 
‘characteristic’ aspect; in the case of a complex figure, it might be necessary to embody 
more than one aspect in a single representation. The hieroglyphs follow this convention. 
Three instances, again from the inscriptions of Iry, may be taken to illustrate the point. 
The sign below the jackal is a single hieroglyph with two parts. The lower rectangular 
part is a reed mat; the conical object centred above it is a loaf of bread. It is actually a 
picture of a loaf standing on a mat. The two are depicted, however, from different 
‘characteristic’ view points. The loaf is shown in profile, the mat as if seen from above. 
The same combination of view$ is apparent in the hieroglyph depicting items of scribal 
equipment. Side views are given of the narrow brush-holder and the round pigment bag, 
but a top view is shown of the rectangular palette with its characteristic paint-holes. 
Even more illustrative is a third hieroglyph, representing an old man leaning on a stick. 
It is a very skilful carving, showing fine naturalistic detail, but it is not an organic whole. 
Close inspection will show that the figure is a composite, with the major parts of the 
body shown from different points of view. The head, the front breast, the arms and the 
legs are in profile view; the eye, the shoulders, and the rear breast in frontal; and the 
navel in three quarters. It is a picture of the body that combines in a single figure as many 
as possible of its essential aspects. The same diagrammatic approach informs the figures 
of Iry and his retinue on the same monument. It is the standard manner of representing 
the human body in Egyptian two-dimensional art. 

The relationship between the figures and the hieroglyphs in the scene is not only a 
matter of internal structure. Each of the human figures has a separate inscription of its 
own, which identifies it by name and sometimes by title as well. The largest of the figures 
is identified as ‘Priest of the king, Iry'. The smaller figure immediately in front of Iry is 
described as the ‘scribe, Kai-nefer’, the one behind as ‘Iry-nedjes’. The three others 
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8 Panel of Iry. Detail of hieroglyph 
representing scribal equipment. 
H. 6.6 cm. 


9 Panel of Iry. Detail of hieroglyph 
representing an old man. H. 9.2 cm. 








10 Limestone statuette 
of Min-nefret; view 
showing inscription 
on the right side. 
Fourth Dynasty. 

H. 47 cm. BM 65430. 










11 Left Limestone stela of Wennekhu and his son 
Penpakhenty, the names in each case followed by a 


‘name determinative’ ug ). Nineteenth Dynasty. 
H.35.3 cm. BM 1248. 


12 Above Granite squatting figure of Sennefer. Such 
statues, because of their peculiar ‘block’ form, came to 
be regarded as suitable vehicles for long texts. 
Eighteenth Dynasty. H. 83.8 cm. BM 48. 
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shown facing the tomb owner are, from top to bottom, ‘Nen-kai’, ‘Nefer-seshem-nesut’ 
and "Itjeh' respectively. In each case the writing follows in general the direction of the 
figure to which it belongs — rightward in the case of Iry, Iry-nedjes and Kai-nefer, left- 
ward in that of the others. This correlation leads to a further point of identity. When a 
name occurs in an Egyptian inscription it is normally followed by a hieroglyph in the 
form of a male or female figure, called by Egyptologists a ‘name determinative’. Its 
function is quite simply to clarify whether the name is that of a man or woman. In this 
case every one of the names lacks a small-scale determinative. The reason for this is that 
the larger figures, because of their proximity to the names, themselves act as determina- 
tives. In other words, they function as large-scale hieroglyphs. 

This kind of interdependence is not confined to two dimensions. The statue of the 
lady Min-nefret shows the same principle at work in three dimensions. The statue is 10 
inscribed with hieroglyphs on the right and left sides of the seat. On each side the 
hieroglyphs are orientated in accordance with the figure. On the natural right side, they 


face rightwards; on the natural left, leftwards. The inscription ends with the lady's title 


and name, ds = e^ l zs *the confidante of the king, Min-nefret'. Again 
IARNAANS NNAAANA^ 


there is no determinative, in this case because the statue serves as the determinative; it is 
actually here a three-dimensional hieroglyph. 

The panel of Iry and the statue of Min-nefret both date to the Old Kingdom. This is 
the period when the relationship between art and writing is most consistently in evi- 
dence. The relationship remained in existence throughout the whole of Egyptian history 
but, after the Old Kingdom, a partial ‘disengagement’ gradually took place. Certain 
rules, such as those concerning orientation, continued to be observed, but there was an 
increasing tendency for the inscription on a monument to be treated as an entity in its 
own right. The virtual unity of name and figure was still sometimes respected on monu- 
ments as late as the New Kingdom, but more often than not it was disregarded and name 11 
determinatives were appended even when a figure of the name's owner was depicted 
nearby. At the same time texts began to 'take over' the statues on which they were 
inscribed. Whereas in the Old Kingdom inscriptions were appropriately situated, on the 
seat or the pedestal of a statue, from the Middle Kingdom onwards they intrude, 
inorganically, on to the dress of the owner and eventually on to the body itself. The 
impression is, in the case of certain statues, that the figure has been viewed as primarilya — 12 
vehicle for the text that it bears. 

As an integral part of a system of recreative art the hieroglyphs were naturally 
believed to have the power to bring to life what they depicted or stated. A funerary 
formula invoking benefits from a god was enough in itself, if written in hieroglyphs, to 
ensure the reception of those benefits by the deceased owner, as long as the owner was 
named, as in the case of Iry. The name of a person, inscribed in hieroglyphs, was believed 
to embody that person's unique identity. If the representation of a person lacked a name, 
it lacked also the means to ensure his continued existence in the after-life. To destroy the 
name(s) of a person was to deprive him of his identity and render him non-existent. On 
several occasions in Egyptian history the cartouches (name rings) of a dead ruler were 
systematically mutilated or removed from monuments on the orders of a vengeful 13 
successor. Even the gods were not immune from such attack. When King Akhenaten 
sought, in the late Eighteenth Dynasty, to institute a new religion of the sun disk and 
abolish the old regime, he ordered, among other things, that the name of the existing 
chief of the gods, Amun, be removed from the monuments of the land, with effects that 
can still be seen on many surviving pieces. By similar means the monument of one person 
was often appropriated for the use of another. The essential act in such ‘usurpation’ was 
the change of name. The name of the original owner was removed; the name of the new 
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13 Detail of a basalt statue of a man holding 
a shrine. The hieroglyphic inscriptions 
include the cartouches of King Amasis 
deliberately effaced. Twenty-sixth 
Dynasty. H. of shrine 27 cm. BM 134. 





14 Red granite statue of King Amenophis II of the 
90 Eighteenth Dynasty with inscriptions added by kings of 
the Nineteenth Dynasty. H. 2.6 m. BM 61. 
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one added; the monument might otherwise be left untouched. A statue of a king in the 14 
British Museum provides a good example. On grounds of style and iconography it can be 
identified as a portrait of Amenophis II of the Eighteenth Dynasty (c. 1400—1350 Bc). 

The cartouches it bears, however, are those of Ramesses Il and Merenptah of the Nine- 
teenth Dynasty (c. 1290—1200 sc). The statue was usurped for these later kings simply 

by adding their names; no attempt was made to change the appearance of the piece to 
make it conform to the style of their time. 

Belief in the magical efficacy of the ‘divine words’ found further expression in the 
attempts that were occasionally made to limit the power of certain hieroglyphs, especi- 
ally those depicting humans, birds and animals. These were deemed to have considerable 
potential for harm when located in magically ‘sensitive’ areas, like the walls of a burial 
chamber or the sides of a sarcophagus. The fear was that they might assume an indepen- 
dent hostile life of their own and consume the food offerings intended for the deceased or 
even attack the dead body itself. Steps were therefore taken to neutralise the danger that 
they posed. Sometimes such hieroglyphs were simply suppressed and replaced by 
anodyne substitutes. On other occasions they were modified in some way to immobilise 
them. The bodies of human figures and the heads of insects and snakes were omitted, the 
bodies of birds truncated, the bodies of certain animals severed in two, and the tails of 15 
snakes abbreviated. Particularly dangerous creatures, such as the evil serpent, called 
Apophis, the great enemy of the sun-god Re', were sometimes shown as constrained or 
‘killed’ by knives or spears. 


ieu E Von ANZ 


E ol USLA FEL 


25 EM 





€ 


15 Examples of inscriptions with mutilated 
hieroglyphs. 91 
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Other bieroglyphs were regarded as having beneficial properties and were rendered in 
three dimensions to serve as amulets or charms. When worn on the body these amulets 
were believed to confer ‘good luck’ on their owners, whether living or dead. The amulet 

16 in the form of the sa-sign, meaning ‘protection’, was one of several that offered protec- 
tion against the powers of evil; the so-called udjat-eye of the god Horus was another. 
17 "The ankb- and the djed-signs offered the benefits of ‘life’ and ‘endurance’ respectively, 
18,19 while the hand, leg and face, and others like them, helped to restore the functions of the 
19 bodily parts after death. The sign meaning ‘horizon’ shows the sun rising over a 
mountain. It allowed the deceased to witness and identify with the sun's daily rebirth 

and thereby be reborn himself. 





16-19 Amulets in the form of hieroglyphs. 


16 sa (H. 3.9 cm, Cairo Museum, CG 52044, gold and 17 ankh (H. 11 cm, BM 43211, wood), djed (H. 7.4 cm, 
semi-precious stones), udjat (H. 4.9 cm, BM 23092, BM 50742, faience). 
faience). 


e 





18 hand H. 0.7 cm, BM 14703, carnelian), leg (H. 1.9 cm, 19 face (H. 1.7 cm, BM 57812, steatite), horizon (H.2 cm, 
BM 54747, carnelian). BM 8300, glass). 
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Hieratic 
Hieratic is an adaptation of the hieroglyphic script, the signs being simplified 
to facilitate quick reproduction of a kind required in non-monumental con- 
texts. It was Egypt's administrative and business script throughout most of 
its history, and was also employed to record documents of a literary, scienti- 
fic and religious nature. It is found on all sorts of media, but most typically on 
rolls or sheets of papyrus or on bits of pottery and stone called ostraca. 
Documents in hieratic were usually written in black ink, applied by means of 
20,231 a brush made out of a stem of rush. Red ink was occasionally employed to 
mark out a special section, like the beginning of a text or a numerical total, or 
to indicate punctuation points in literary compositions. There are also monu- 
mental examples where the script was incised in stone, but theseare quite rare 
and of a relatively late date. 

The earliest substantial body of texts in hieratic yet attested are estate 
records of the Fourth Dynasty, although sporadic examples of the script are 
known from much earlier. Its origin clearly goes back to the very beginning of 
writing in Egypt, since the first stages in its development are observable in the 

37  semi-cursive hieroglyphs that occur as labels on vessels of the late Predynastic 
Period. The ‘day-to-day’ script of Egypt for nearly two and a half millennia, 
hieratic was finally ousted from secular use by another cursive script, demo- 
tic, at the beginning of the Late Period (c. 600 nc). Thereafter its use was 
confined to religious documents, which is why it was called bieratika, 
‘priestly’, by the Greeks. The latest known hieratic documents are religious 
papyri dated to the third century Ap. Like hieroglyphic, hieratic could be 
written either in columns or in horizontal lines but, unlike hieroglyphic, its 
orientation was invariable. Hieratic proper always reads from right to left. 
This is one of the features that distinguishes it from ‘cursive hieroglyph’, a 
script that resembles early hieratic and was the preferred form, for example, 
for reproducing certain kinds of funerary text (such as the Coffin Texts and 

22 the ‘Book of the Dead") from the Middle Kingdom down to the Third Inter- 
mediate Period. 


20 Rigbt Scribe's palette of ivory. It has two holes, one for black ink, one for red, 
and a slot for holding brushes. On the bottom are scribal jottings in hieratic. 
Eighteenth Dynasty. H. 30 cm. BM 5524. 

21 Below Scene from a tomb painting showing a scribe conducting a census of geese. 

He stands reading from an unrolled papyrus with his palette tucked under his 

arm. Thebes. Eighteenth Dynasty. H. of scribe's figure 33.4 cm. BM 37978. 
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22 Cursive hieroglyphs in a 
*Book of the Dead’ of the 
Nineteenth Dynasty. The 
hieroglyphs accompanying 
the deities at the top are in 
leftward orientation. 
Those in the main text 
below are in rightward 
orientation. Papyrus of 
Hunefer. BM 9901,8. 
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25 Section from a private letter in the hieratic 26 Part of an inventory of names written in 
script, written in columns on papyrus. the hieratic script, in horizontal lines. 
94 Eleventh Dynasty. New York, Twelfth Dynasty. Papyrus Reisner I. 
Boston, Museum of Fine Arts. 


Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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It is probably true to say that hieratic never completely lost touch with its monu- 
mental parent. It is always possible, with varying degrees of ease or difficulty, depending 
on the period and type of inscription, to transcribe a hieratic text sign by sign into its 
hieroglyphic equivalent. However, it followed its own course of evolution, the signs 
showing a definite tendency to become progressively more cursive, and it also developed 
other conventions and features appropriate to a running hand. Certain groups of two or 
more signs came to be rendered by one stroke of the brush in what are called ‘ligatures’, 
and complicated signs were often avoided or replaced by simple substitutes (for 


example, the bird D was abbreviated to (9) — these in turn were sometimes borrowed by 


the hieroglyphic script, a reverse influence that is hardly surprising when it is considered 
that in all probability many hieroglyphic inscriptions were initially drafted in hieratic. 

A crucial period in the history of hieratic was the Middle Kingdom. Up to the Eleventh 
Dynasty hieratic texts were usually written in columns. For some reason during the 
Twelfth Dynasty there was a major change in practice. Scribes began to write in horizon- 
tal lines, a mode that soon became universal. At the same time different styles of script 
began to appear, which developed along their own lines. By the New Kingdom they had 
become quite separate. One was a cursive ‘business’ hand used for writing mundane 
documents, the other an elegant ‘book’ hand employed for literary texts and in contexts 
where a ‘traditional’ hand was thought more appropriate. Out of the business hand of 
the late New Kingdom there developed in turn, during the Third Intermediate Period, 
two regional variants, both even more cursive — the so-called ‘abnormal’ hieratic in 
Upper Egypt and demotic in Lower Egypt. Abnormal hieratic was completely sup- 
planted by demotic in the Twenty-sixth Dynasty, following the conquest of the south by 
kings of the north. 


IA af, SA £3 d els lomo 
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27 Line from a literary text. Nineteenth Dynasty. Papyrus d'Orbiney. BM 10183,3. 


28 Papyrus with witness subscriptions in traditional hieratic (above) and abnormal hieratic 


(below). Twenty-sixth Dynasty. Papyrus Brooklyn 47.218.3. New York, The Brooklyn 
Museum. 
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29 


30 


39 


Demotic 

For the rest of Egyptian history demotic was the only native script in general use for 
day-to-day purposes. The name demotic, ancient Greek demotika, ‘popular (script), 
refers to its secular functions, as does its Egyptian name sh St, ‘the writing of letters’. 
Like hieratic, demotic was mostly confined to use on papyri and ostraca and it main- 
tained the scribal tradition of writing in horizontal lines with rightward orientation. 
It is otherwise an almost independent form, barely recognisable as a descendant of 
hieratic, let alone hieroglyphic. It is a very cursive script, almost wholly lacking in icon- 
icity and replete with ligatures, abbreviations and other orthographic peculiarities, 
making it difficult to read and virtually impossible to transcribe meaningfully into any 
kind of hieroglyphic ‘original’. 

The demotic record is dominated by legal, administrative and commercial material. 
However, it also includes, from the Ptolemaic Period on, literary compositions, as well 
as scientific and even religious texts, which were written in a more calligraphic hand, the 
ink now increasingly applied with the reed pen introduced by the Greeks, which by the 
end of the period had virtually supplanted the traditional brush. Another development 
of the Ptolemaic Period was that the script began to be used monumentally, particularly 
on funerary and commemorative stelae. The best-known example is the so-called 
Rosetta Stone (see Chapter 5), which contains a single text, a priestly decree, repeated in 
three scripts, hieroglyphic, demotic and Greek (the latter included as Greek was now the 
official language of Egypt). All three versions, including the demotic, are incised in the 
stone. Present evidence suggests that demotic outlived the two other native scripts by a 
century or so before finally falling into disuse in the fifth century Ap. The latest demotic 
inscription is a graffito in the temple of Philae dated to ap 450. 


29 Right Demotic ostracon: a 
receipt for the delivery of 
wine in year ten of the 
Emperor Antoninus Pius. 
AD 145. H. 8.7 cm. 

BM 21426. 


30 Below The reed pen 
introduced into Egypt by the 
Greeks. Traces of black ink 
survive on the tip of this 
example. Behnasa. 2nd 
century AD. L. 17.3 cm. 

BM 38145. 
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Coptic 

As the old native scripts went into decline and finally disappeared during Egypt's Roman 
and Christian period, so a new script, Coptic, as used by the ‘Copts’, took their place to 
write the Egyptian language. The name ‘Copr’ is derived from the Arabic gubti, itself a 
corruption of the Greek Aiguptios. It means simply ‘Egyptian’. It was the term used by 
the Arabs after their conquest of Egypt in the seventh century, to denote the native 
inhabitants of the country. Coptic represents a distinct departure from the other scripts. 
It consists of the twenty-four letters of the Greek alphabet, supplemented, in its stan- 
dard, Sahidic, form, by six characters taken from demotic to denote Egyptian phonemes 
not known to Greek. It is thus a fully alphabetic script in which the vowels of the 





31 Egyptian magical papyrus 
written in Greek and demotic 
letters. Behnasa. 2nd century 
AD. H.29 cm. BM 10808. 
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31 


32 


33 
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language are represented, as well as the consonants. The letters borrowed from demotic 
and their phonemic values are as follows: 


Demotic Coptic Value 
x vj sh 
7 q ' 
1 ; 
WE 2< j 
o~ 6 g 
£ + ti 


The development of this standard form of the alphabet, which was well established by 
the fourth century AD, is closely associated with the spread of Christianity in Egypt. It 
has been suggested that the impetus for its development was provided by the need to 
furnish translations of the New Testament and other religious texts for the native 
population in a regularised and easily accessible form, a task for which the demotic 
script appears to have been considered both inadequate and inappropriate. The Coptic 
script was not, however, initially devised for Christian purposes. The earliest recognis- 
able form of Coptic (datable to the end of the first century AD) was used to write native 
magical texts, where the motive for the use of the Greek letters probably lay, it is 
thought, in the desire to render as accurately as possible the correct pronunciation of the 
magical ‘words of power’. In ‘Old Coptic’, as it is called, the Greek letters are supple- 
mented by several more demotic characters than are retained in the later standardised 
form of the script. 

The surviving literature in Coptic is extensive, with a huge quantity, coming mostly 
from the libraries of monasteries, being devoted to religious, mainly Biblical, subjects. 
Non-religious material, much of it again originating from monastic communities, 
includes private and official correspondence and administrative, business and legal 
documents, but very little of a purely ‘literary’ or scientific nature. Most of the surviving 
texts were written in ink, again with the reed pen, on papyrus or ostraca, though wooden 
tablets, parchment and, later, paper were also utilised, and the script was adapted 
without difficulty for monumental use. Many of the documents are in the form of the 
‘codex’, the ancestor of the modern book, made up of individual leaves of papyrus or 





32 Coptic ostracon: a pastoral letter 3 
from a bishop. Thebes. 6th century d 
AD. H. 13 cm. BM 32782. 
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33 Wooden lintel from a Coptic church with (left) invocation to ‘The Lord Jesus Christ’ for the 
blessed Jokim and his wife. The damaged text on the right bears the date AD 914. L. 1.93 m. 
BM 54040. 


parchment connected at the spine, which was introduced during the early centuries ap. 
Whatever the text or format the arrangement and direction of Coptic writing follow 
the common Gréek mode. It is written or carved in horizontal lines reading from left to 
right. No gaps were left between words and punctuation was minimal (if present at all). 
A feature peculiar to Sahidic Coptic was the use of a superlinear stroke, unknown to 
Greek, which was regularly placed above certain consonants or groups of consonants to 
indicate a syllable. 


Literacy 

Although it is clear from the quantity and range of the extant record that writing played 

an immensely important part in ancient Egyptian society, it is very unlikely that literacy 

can have been widespread among the population. The production of writing, and direct 
access to it, was almost certainly the preserve of an educated élite, consisting, at the 
highest level, of royalty and high officials of state and, below them, of people for whom 

the ability to read and write was a necessary part of their job. There is no doubt that the 
routine exercise of literacy was largely a function of the professional scribe, who wasa 21 
central figure in every aspect of the country's administration — civil, military and relig- 
ious. 

Recent estimates, admitted to be no more than informed guesses, suggest that less 
than 1 per cent of the population would have been literate during most of the Pharaonic 
Period, rising to about 10 per cent in the Graeco-Roman Period, when Greek was the 
official language of Egypt. Within this generality, allowance must, of course, be made 
for considerable local variation deriving from special circumstances, such as existed, for 
example, in the village of Deir el-Medina, the home of the community of workmen who 
built and decorated the royal tombs at Thebes during the New Kingdom. 
Draughtsmanship and writing played such an important part in the daily work of these 
men that they were probably significantly more literate than the general populace. 
Among the latter, literacy, if it existed at all, is likely to have been restricted to the 
ability to write one’s name and probably not much more. An illiterate person, requiring 
a document to be written or read, would simply have had recourse to a scribe. 

Egyptian writings on the subject indicate that literacy was a very desirable acquisi- 
tion, conferring status, securing a position and providing a means to advancement that 
might lead ultimately to the very highest office. A thorough training in scribal skills was 
held to be an essential prerequisite for any young man with professional or political 
aspirations. There appear to have been elementary schools at which the basic skills were 
taught; more advanced training was obtained actually in the job, the system being akin 
to that of ‘apprentice’ and ‘master’, the latter in many cases being a father or near- 
relative. 

School texts of the New Kingdom, which form the bulk of our evidence on Egyptian 
educational methods, indicate that basic reading and writing were laboriously learned 
by copying out excerpts from well-known ‘classics’, at first in cursive hieroglyph and 
then in the hieratic script. Countless such excerpts survive, written in schoolboy hands 
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34 Limestone ostracon, the 
largest of its kind, bearing a 
copy in school-boy hieratic of 
part of “The Story of Sinuhe’. 
Nineteenth Dynasty. 

H. 88.5 cm. Ashmolean 
Museum, Oxford. 
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of varying competence, on scraps of papyrus, wooden tablets or, most commonly, on 
limestone ostraca. One of the most famous is the Ramesside ostracon, the largest of its 34 
kind, which bears a copy of a sizeable portion of a well-known literary text of the 
Middle Kingdom, *The Story of Sinuhe'. Like most efforts of this type, it is a poor 
version of the text. It contains, in the words of the modern editor of the ostracon, ‘every 

kind of mistake — misspellings, confused constructions, and senseless interpolations — 
which show that its writer did not know, and suggest that he and his instructors did not 
care, what the words that he was writing meant’. At a higher level pupils progressed to 
writing texts actually designed for the purpose of training scribes. Such documents are 
often cast in the form of letters written by one scribe to another and deliberately include 
strange words, foreign names, technical terms and difficult calculations — all designed to 

test the pupil thoroughly. A fine example on a papyrus in the British Museum is devoted — 35 
to one of the favourite themes of such literature: the advantages of the scribal life as 
compared to alternatives, in this case military conscription. It is executed in a good 
literary hand, probably that of an advanced student. The three groups written above the 
main text are thought to be corrections by the instructor of signs that he felt to be not 
quite properly formed. The passage begins, 'Apply yourself to writing zealously; do not 

stay your hand .. ^, and ends, ‘Pleasant and wealth-abounding is your palette and your 

roll of papyrus’. 


35 Advanced exercise in hieratic, including a passage extolling the scribal life. The instructor's 


corrections are written above. Nineteenth Dynasty. Papyrus Anastasi 5. H. of sheet, approx. 
21cm. BM 102444. 
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3 
The Principles 


The Egyptian writing system may be regarded as containing three major types of sign, 
each of which performs a different function. The first type is the ‘logogram’, which 
writes a complete word; the second is the ‘phonogram’, which represents a sound (a 
phoneme of the language); the third is the ‘determinative’, which helps to indicate a 
word's precise meaning. More broadly, since the logogram and the determinative are 
both concerned with ‘sense’ or ‘meaning’ rather than with ‘sound’, they can be classed 
together as ‘semograms’ (or more traditionally, and less adequately, as ‘ideograms’). In 
the nature of the system there is a certain amount of overlap between the categories, and 
it is not always easy in practice to distinguish clearly between a semographic and a 
phonographic usage. Moreover, ‘there are degrees and varieties within the groups of 
sense-signs and sound-signs’. The conventional three-fold division of the system pre- 
sented here covers the essential ground and provides a useful working model, but it 
should be kept in mind that the categories are not absolutely hard and fast. 

An important feature of the system, seen also in scripts of the Semitic branch, is that it 
records only the consonantal phonemes; the vowels are not specifically indicated. One 
of the chief characteristics of both the Egyptian and the Semitic languages is that they 
contain basic word-roots made up of consonants (usually three in number) that are 
generally invariable; within these roots such features as grammatical inflexion are often 
indicated by internal vowel variation. It is thought that the neglect of the vowels in 
writing is a direct reflection of their ‘instability’ in relation to the consonants. 

By the time of Middle Egyptian there were twenty-four consonants in the language. A 
complete list is given below under ‘uniconsonantal signs’. To render their phonemic 
values Egyptologists are accustomed to transliterate them, as far as is possible, into 
modern alphabetic characters, some with additional points or marks written above or 
below (so-called ‘diacritics’) to differentiate them. 


Logograms 
The simplest form of logogram is that in which a word is represented directly by a 
picture of the object that it actually denotes: 


©) > depicting the sun, signifies ‘sun’ (r°) 

| |, depicting the ground-plan of a house, signifies ‘house’ (pr) 

l <> , depicting the human face, signifies ‘face’ (br) 

A more developed form works through a kind of extension or association of meaning: 
, depicting the sun, signifies ‘day’ (7° or brw 

(2 , depicting th ignifies ‘day’ (r° or brw) 

q 4 , depicting writing equipment, signifies ‘scribe’ or ‘writing’ (sh) 

JA. » depicting a pair of legs, signifies ‘come’ (iw) 

It is clear that a writing system based entirely on such logograms would be quite 

impractical. Firstly it would require many thousands of signs to cover the vocabulary of 

a language. Secondly it would find it very difficult to express, clearly and unambigu- 

ously, words for things that cannot easily be pictured. It is these considerations, scholars 


suggest, that, early on, led to the development of the second category of sign, the 
phonogram. 
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Phonograms 

These were derived by a process of phonetic borrowing, whereby logograms were used to 
write other words, or parts of words, to which they were unrelated in meaning but with 
which they happened to share the same consonantal structure. For example: 

the logogram <=>, r, meaning ‘mouth’, was used as a phonogram with the phonemic 
value r, to write such words as <— , r, meaning ‘towards’ or to represent the phonemic 


element r in a word like ——— , rn, ‘name’. 
ANA 


the logogram | |, pr, meaning ‘house’, was used as a phonogram with the value pr, in 
O & : » 
words such as L 1 A, pr, ‘go’, or C1 O’ prt, ‘winter’. 
the logogram $>, hr, meaning ‘face’, was used as a phonogram with the value hr, in such 
€ > CS € 7 
words as Ẹ, hr, ‘upon’, and. V hrt, ‘sky’. 
V. hr, ‘upon’, and Y p hrt, ‘sky 
The basic principle at work here is that of the rebus, whereby ‘one thing is shown, but 
another meant’. By the same principle the English verb ‘can’ could be written with the 
picture g representing a (tin) can, or the word ‘belief? with the pictures MÀ, (). 


representing a bee and a leaf. Using this method the Egyptians were able to develop a 
large corpus of phonographic signs which was more than adequate to meet their linguis- 
tic needs. These phonograms fall naturally into three main categories. 


1. Uniconsonantal signs, which represent a single consonant; the most important 
group. There are twenty-six of these including variants: 


Sign Translit. Sound-value Sign Translit. Sound-value 
AN 3 glottal stop 1 b emphatic h 

| ; : ch as in 

f A =) b Scottish loch 
b slightly softer 

| i | y y D ER than last 

Ww 
ol < gutteral, the ayin of the d | s s 

Semitic languages 

bs w w E š sh 

J b b A k q 

o p p wem 3 k 
AN f 5 g hard g 

N m m A t t 
MUR 5 n g= t tj 
<> r r = d d 

fü b h UM a dj 
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Among these, bw i and D are weak consonants. They were readily assimilated in 
speech to a preceding vowel, especially at the end of a syllable, and consequently were 
often omitted in writing; the consonant > was similarly unstable. Egyptologists 


sometimes indicate the graphic omission of a consonant by enclosing its transliteration 
in brackets. 


2. Biconsonantal signs, which represent pairs of successive consonants; the largest 
single group of phonograms, though fewer than a hundred in all. We have already 


encountered[ — ), pr, and <>, br. Here are some others: 


Sign Translit. Sign Translit. Sign Translit. 
(IP 3w Ben mn [^N s3 
fame S w } = 
pAn " | mr or 3b | T 
fl w3 f ins % is 
WU wp — nb tj k3 
Su wr si ns ] ti 
i wd | bm D d3 
Ss b3 n bn 1 dd 


3. Triconsonantal signs, which represent groups of three successive consonants. There 
are between forty and fifty of these, the following being among the most common: 


Sign Transliteration Sign Transliteration 
i iwn W rwd 

T ‘nh LI btp 

B vt S: hpr 

poo | + 
nfr Jh imr 

I e à A 
Doo i 


It should be noted that although the signs in the last two categories do occur as indi- 
vidual hieroglyphs, they are more often accompanied by uniconsonantal signs, which 
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record part or even the whole of their phonemic value. This is referred to as ‘phonetic 
complementing’. In general it is a single consonant, more usually the last of the group, 
that is complemented: 


Sign Translit. Sign Translit. Sign Translit. 


(Bh So Uh om 
" N w3 TA b3 i5] bpr 


c 
f w3h mn 


Fuller complementing is, however, by no means rare: 


Sign Translit. Sign Translit. Sign Translit. 


JEN” l= "m cl 0 hp 


Te » a ns B> kpr 


The original function of such complements was to emphasise that the complemented 
sign was indeed a phonogram and not a logogram, but they were also exploited as 
calligraphic devices, to be deployed, for example, when there was a need to fill an 
unwanted space. 

In theory, the system allowed a word of more than one consonant to be written in a 
number of different ways. In practice, however, a degree of economy was excercised, 
with the full range of possibilities being left unexploited and with spellings being 
relatively standardised. Thus, for example, the preposition hn‘, ‘together with’, is always 


i n d ; th b : in’, al kes the f 
written and never as[ ^ 4. n; the verb mn, ‘to remain’, always takes the form 
C25 or the like, and is never written as N ; the adjective nfr, ‘good’, though written 
variously as i 1 OT l=. never lacks the triconsonantal Å ; and the biconson- 


antals «y- and f , though they can both represent mr, are used each in a particular 
set of words (related by root) and are not interchangeable. Many words do have variant 
forms but their orthography has a sufficiently consistent ‘core’ to make them recognis- 
able without undue difficulty. This process of word recognition is further aided by the 
third major category of sign, the determinative. 


Determinatives 

Determinatives, which like phonograms were derived from logograms, were placed at 
the end of words to assist in establishing their meaning, where otherwise there might be 
uncertainty. For example, a determinative in the form of a stroke was commonly 


appended to a logogram to emphasise that its function was logographic: È à sun, 
face, E J ‘house’. Similarly, to remove ambiguity, a sign or group of signs subject to 
more than one interpretation would be written with the determinative appropriate to 
the intended meaning. Thus the logogram di , sh, would be written fill Ki , with the 
determinative depicting a man, when the word ‘scribe’ was meant, and , with the 


determinative representing a book-roll, when the word ‘write’ or ‘writing’ was meant. 
We have already noted in Chapter 2 the use of determinatives (in the form of male and 
female figures) to disambiguate names. So also with other phonograms. For example, the 


group E , mn, could stand for a number of different words, among them ‘remain’ and 
AANA 
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‘weak’. To distinguish between them, the former was written wawww 7| , with the book- 
roll determinative (indicating an abstract notion), the latter ——2 , with the 
DAYANA, 


determinative of a small bird (indicating something small, bad or weak). 
Some determinatives are specific in application, which means that they are closely tied 
to one word: 


EN 6 hr 3sh ‘to reap’ (determinative of a man reaping) 


n UN 13 ssmt ‘horse’ (determinative of a horse) 


Others identify a word as belonging to a certain class or category. These are called 
‘generic determinatives’ or ‘taxograms’. The following form a small selection: 


5» man, person J\ walk, run ÀJ) metal 
y woman Q limb, flesh C9 town, village 
P skin, mammal, desert, foreign 
v) god, king w leather MM country 
H force, effort SS small, bad, weak L ) house, building 
; book, writin 
cx > ge 
dh eat, drink, speak >= wood, tree brat 
Ay enemy, foreigner © sun, light, time | | l several, plural 
X. D force, effort [ —] stone 
Words could be written with one determinative or more: 
=> SN ikm ‘shield’ (shield? determinative) 
Da J 4) wsb ‘answer’ (‘speak’ determinative) 
= ‘ 5 46 Ju ‘ , : : 
Sp N, p  W8s cut open’ (‘knife’ and ‘force’ determinatives) 
Ja 8 bh3w ‘fugitives’ (‘legs’, ‘man’ and ‘plural’ determinatives) 
l 


The determinatives of a word could also be changed or varied, so as to indicate a nuance 
of meaning. Take the word i km. It is often followed by the specific determinative as 


above, but it was also written with the leather or metal determinatives ( ql ; Z ), when it 


was felt to be important to distinguish its material. The information conveyed by the 
determinative in either case is additional to that which is implicit in the word 7 kzn itself. 
It is a special attribute of the Egyptian system that it could convey by pictorial means 
extra-linguistic information of this kind. 

As well as performing a semantic function, determinatives were useful aids to reading. 
Since they mark the ends of words, they would have helped the reader to identify the 
*word-images' or ‘word-pictures’ in a continuous text. Such ‘images’ once established 
were very slow to change, resulting in a stability for the system which certainly had its 
advantages but which was also one of the major reasons for the gradual divergence 
between the written and spoken forms of the language (a divergence already well 
advanced, it is believed, by the time of the Middle Kingdom). As the one failed to keep 
pace with the other, the script became increasingly ‘historical’, with a somewhat 
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fossilised orthography no longer accurately reflecting contemporary pronunciations. 

As any routine line of inscription will demonstrate, all the categories of sign 
mentioned above occur regularly, side by side, in Egyptian writing, sometimes together 
with other, less important, types, called ‘orthograms’ and ‘calligrams’, which convey 
neither meaning nor sound but may be present for special orthographic or aesthetic 
reasons: 


PA FS OH" Ae Aw 
wd bm.f br wrryt.f nt d'm ib.f 3w 


*His Majesty departed upon his chariot of ip his heart joyful’ 


In this line the signs Vs (w), S= (f) ZORIN M (y), ^^ C^ (t), and em are 
uniconsonantal, with (in both Pad 3s ed , acting as phonetic comple- 
ments; $ (wd), (hm), e (br), (wr), and A (3w) are ont (d'm) is 
triconsonantal; <7 (ib = ‘heart’) is a logogram; the first | is an orthogram; and JAN 
vo» ("05 | , and 3| are determinatives. 


Such apparent complexity has led the Egyptian system (and others like it) to be treated 
rather disparagingly by many commentators. Dismissing it as *cumbrous' and ‘illogical’, 
they have found it difficult to understand 'the process of thought by which it was 
evolved, and even more difficult to imagine why it should have continued with so little 
development over so long a period'. The central complaint is that the Egyptians, evi- 
dently lacking in imagination, failed to take what is deemed to be the ‘obvious step’: 
simply to use their uniconsonantal signs in the manner of an alphabet, abandoning the 
other types of sign. Such criticism, which is based essentially on the assumed superiority 
of alphabetic scripts over all others, is quite misplaced. It not only overrates the effici- 
ency of alphabetic systems, it also seriously undervalues the merits of others. The 
Egyptian system has the ‘disadvantage’ of containing a relatively large number of signs. 
In compensation, however, its mixed orthography creates visually distinctive word 
patterns that actually enhance legibility. Direct support for this view is provided by 
those few attempts at ‘alphabetic’ writing, which were carried out, perhaps experimen- 
tally under the influence of Greek, during Egypt's Late Period. The experiment, if such it 
was, was short-lived and it is not hard to see why. These ‘alphabetic’ texts, consisting of 
a succession of consonantal signs, written in unbroken sequence like Greek of the time, 
are very difficult to read, considerably more so than contemporary inscriptions written 
in the traditional orthography. The verdict of one percipient authority is that ‘writing 
Egyptian with only an alphabet of consonants sacrificed legibility to simplicity, and thus 
did more harm than good . .. Perhaps it is now time to stop chiding the Egyptians for not 

“taking the step which seems to us so obvious". 

There is, of course, a further dimension to the matter. The reduction of the system in 
the way suggested would have meant the abandonment of what was evidently to the 
Egyptians an exceedingly important attribute of the script: namely, its capacity, because 
of its pictorial and unrestricted nature, to be exploited for purposes other than straight- 
forward linguistic communication. Some of the ways in which the hieroglyphs function- 
ed as part of a larger system of artistic representation were mentioned in the previous 
chapter, where certain non-scriptorial uses and significances were also noted, while 
earlier in this chapter attention was drawn to the script's ability to convey 'extra- 
linguistic’ information. It is relevant to add here the way in which the script could be 
manipulated to produce so-called ‘sportive’ or ‘cryptographic’ writings, designed, it has 
been suggested, ‘to clothe a religious text in mystery’ or simply ‘to intrigue the reader’. 
The extent to which such manipulation was possible is shown most strikingly by the 
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systems of orthography employed in certain temple inscriptions of the Ptolemaic and 
Roman Periods. They are characterised, among other things, by an enormous increase in 
the number of signs and variants, in the values and meanings that the signs could bear, 
and in the possible combinations of signs and sign-groups, an elaboration achieved not 
by artificial means but simply by exploiting to the full the inherent properties of the 
hieroglyphic script. To a reader accustomed only to the classical orthography these texts 
are unintelligible, though it is now doubted that they were actually designed to be 
deliberately cryptographic. Whatever the reason for such elaboration, it is clear that it 
was not an original invention of the Ptolemaic Period. On the contrary, it was the final 
stage of a tradition that is strongly in evidence already in the New Kingdom and can be 
traced back sporadically as far as the Old Kingdom. Indeed some ‘sportive’ writings are 
to be found as regular components of the standard system from a relatively early date. A 
prime example is the common occurrence, from the Middle Kingdom on, of the hierog- 


<> 
lyph `] , as an abbreviated writing of the title LINN | imy-r, ‘overseer’. The basis 


of the usage, which is a ‘kind of graphic pun’, becomes clear, when it is understood that 


Y represents a tongue and that the title 77zy-r means literally ‘he who is in the mouth’. 


Vocalisation 

The general absence of vowel notation means that our modern transliterations represent 
only the consonantal skeletons of Egyptian words. Many of these are difficult to 
communicate verbally, being, as they stand, virtually unpronouncable. As an aid, there- 
fore, to pronunciation (in discussion, lectures, teaching), Egyptologists insert a short ‘e’ 
between the consonants and render 3 and * as ‘a’. Thus, for example: 


s3 ‘sa’ bn ‘hena’ 
wrs ‘weres’ 'd* ‘adja’ 
mn ‘men’ nfrt ‘nefret’ 
wbn ‘weben’ shtp 'sehetep' 


It must always be borne in mind, however, that the resulting vocalisations are artificial 
devices serving as a convenience and bear little or no relation to the ancient pronunci- 
ation of the words. 

Our knowledge of the original pronunciation of Egyptian is very incomplete but not a 
total blank. The vocalic structure of a considerable number of words can be deduced 
from their form in Coptic, the last stage of Egyptian and the only stage in which the 
vowels are written. Although Coptic contains a large number of Greek and other foreign 
words, the bulk of its vocabulary is of Pharaonic ancestry, in many cases going back to 
the earliest stages of the language. A selection is given below of some common Egyptian 
words together with their Coptic descendants: 


i mn (remain) MOTH (moun) 
je 4 mdw (speak) MOTTE (moute) 
AP pdt (bow) TUTE (pite) 

A 
l nfr (good) norye (nüfe) 
<> 
od we r(m)t (man) poe (róme) 
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KO) T (sun) pH (ë) 
Ve sf (yesterday) caq (saf) 
£ 2 kmt (Egypt) KIA (kéme) 


The Coptic forms cannot, of course, be accepted as accurate indications of the way in 
which the words were actually pronounced in earlier periods. Coptic is the end product 
of centuries, even millennia, of linguistic evolution, in the course of which the grammar 
of Egyptian, including its phonology, was subject to constant modification and change. 
One has only to consider that Coptic is separated from Old Egyptian by over 2,000 
years — a span of time that is twice as long as that which covers the evolution of modern 
English from Anglo-Saxon — to realise the potential for change. Coptic is the single most 
important source of information on the Egyptian vocalic system but its evidence must be 
used with caution. 

There are other, earlier sources of evidence on the subject. A number of ancient 
scripts (for example, Greek, Assyrian, Babylonian), which themselves indicate vowels, 
contain fully vocalised transcriptions of contemporary Egyptian words. Such evidence 
is invaluable, though unfortunately it is very limited in quantity and scope. The earliest 
and most important of these transcriptions occur in cuneiform documents contemporary 
with the New Kingdom in Egypt. They include the names of several Egyptian kings, 
among them such well known ones as 'Irmn-btp (Amenophis) and R‘-mss (Ramesses), 
which are transcribed as Amanbatpi and Riamesesa respectively. 

Such vocalisations coupled with careful inferences from the Coptic evidence have 
enabled scholars to make considerable headway in ascertaining the rules governing 
Egyptian syllabic structure and vowel quantity and even to get some idea of the quality 
of the vowels. The indications are that up to the Eighteenth Dynasty Egyptian had only 
three vowels, namely ‘a’, ‘i’ and ‘u’, all of which could be either long or short. The vowels 
ʻe and ‘o’ were relatively late developments. 

It should be mentioned at this point that some scholars disagree with the conventional 
view, followed above, that the phonograms are essentially consonantal. They argue that 
these signs are really syllabic, standing, in the case of the ‘uniconsonantal’ signs, for 
consonant + any vowel. The question is too complex to consider in detail here. Suffice it 
to say that the ‘syllabic’ interpretation fits very well with current theories on script 
development, but is problematic in other respects and is generally rejected by Egyp- 
tologists. This theory should not, incidentally, be confused with the phenomenon 
referred to in Egyptological literature as ‘syllabic orthography’, also called ‘group 
writing’. This is a method of writing characterised, among other things, by the use of 
biconsonantal signs, or pairs of uniconsonantal signs, instead of single uniconsonantal 


signs (for example, s=, ‘3, for‘; iw 43, for b). In such groups the second element 


is often a weak consonant indicating the presence of a vowel. Employed mostly to write 
words of foreign origin, this kind of orthography was particularly popular during the 
New Kingdom, when its wider usage may have been encouraged by the example of the 
contemporary cuneiform system, employed very generally throughout Western Asia, in 
which the vowels are recorded. 


Origins 
Although the principles underlying Egyptian writing are now fairly well understood, it 
is still unclear how the system came into being in the first place. Was it the end-product 
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of a process of gradual development or was it the invention of a single person? Was it 
indigenous or was it introduced from abroad? It is impossible to give definitive answers 
to these questions. All that can be said in the present state of knowledge is that some 
alternatives seem more probable than others. Unfortunately, the Egyptians themselves 
give us no direct help on the subject of the origin of their script. Hieroglyphic writing 
was traditionally regarded by them as the invention of the gods, in particular of Thoth, 
the divine scribe, who is often referred to in texts as the ‘lord of writing’. We are left to 
deduce what we can, therefore, from the evidence provided by the earliest examples of 
the script itself. 

Writing makes its first appearance in Egypt at the very end of the Predynastic Period, 
in the reigns of the immediate predecessors of the kings of the First Dynasty. That it 
should do so at this time is not altogether surprising. It was a period of great cultural 
change and technological innovation, with a system of government increasingly concen- 
trated around the royal court. It is reasonable to see writing, within this context, as itself 
a new technology, invented, or adopted, in response to the needs of the system; the ways 
in which it was used suggest that it served to further central control both ideologically 
and administratively. 

To the ideological category belong those inscriptions that occur on a series of votive 
objects decorated with representations in low relief — the first examples of Egyptian 
‘monumental’ art. The most famous of these objects is the palette of King Narmer, in 
which the king is represented engaged in acts symbolic of his status and authority. The 
administrative function is to be seen in those labels or dockets usually written in ink, or 
roughly incised, on the outsides of stone and pottery vessels. The inscriptions in both 
contexts are short and restricted. They consist almost wholly of titles and names (per- 
sonal, mainly royal, names, place-names and the names of commodities). In the case of 
the vessels they identify the owner, the contents and sometimes the source. In the case of 
the ornamental objects, where the hieroglyphs form an integral part of a larger scene, 
they identify the representations with which they are associated — the unity between 
‘caption’ and ‘figure’ in these latter, carefully carved cases, showing clearly how in style 
and form the hieroglyphs were direct offshoots of the new pictorial art of the period. 

Few of these early inscriptions are completely unambiguous, It is not simply a matter 
of unfamiliar vocabulary. The signary itself had yet to stabilise into its standard dyn- 
astic form. It contains several hieroglyphs that do not survive into later usage and whose 
reading, therefore, can only be guessed at. What is clear, however, is that the basic 
‘mixed’ structure of the writing system is already fully formed — it consists not only of 
logograms but of phonograms as well; moreover, all the different types of phonogram 
(uni- and multi-consonantal signs) are present. Thus, for example, among the signs that 


can be definitely identified on the pottery vessel, the Horus-bird, , denoting the king 
as ‘the Horus’ is a logogram, while j],, , and O are phonograms, the last two unicon- 
sonantal (i and p), the first triconsonantal ($5). In the case of the palette, in addition to 
what is traditionally regarded as a rebus writing the king's name, Narmer (the two 
hieroglyphs, (x , and V, one depicting a cat-fish, the other a chisel, supplying the 
phonetic values #‘r and mr respectively), there are, among others, the phonograms, £, 
w' and œ, š, quite possibly writing a name w'$ and £——, t, and ©, t, combined in what 


is probably an abbreviated writing of the title £3ty, ‘vizier’. In short, although it was to 
be some considerable time before its potential was fully exploited — long continuous 
texts, for example, are not known before the early Old Kingdom — the writing system, 
already at its inception or very shortly afterwards, had the capacity to express almost 
everything that was later to be required of it. Elsewhere in the Near East writing is first 
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36(a) Left Slate palette of King Narmer, 
obverse. The King is represented as the 
dominant figure smiting an enemy with a 
mace, in a pose that was to become part 
of standard royal iconography. His 
name, written above him with two 
hieroglyphs, one depicting a cat-fish, the 
other a chisel, is enclosed in a rectangular 
structure called the serekh. The other 
figures in the scene are also labelled. 
Hierakonpolis. Late Predynastic Period. 
H. 63 cm. Cairo Museum, JE 32169. 


36(b) Below left Slate palette of King Narmer, 
reverse. The King is shown in the upper 
register engaged in a ritual procession. 
His name occurs twice, written with the 
same signs as on the obverse, once in a 
serekh, once without. Other identifiable 
hieroglyphs are present. 





37 Above Pottery vessel with ink label in 
cursive hieroglyphs, now somewhat faded. 
The intelligible signs include a serekh 
enclosing a king’s name possibly to be read 
as Ka, surmounted by a falcon denoting the 
royal title ‘Horus’. To the right are three 
hieroglyphs, šm“, i and p, which can be read 
as ip-3m', ‘tax of Upper Egypt’ or the like. 
Abydos. Late Predynastic Period. H. 27 cm. 
BM 35508. 111 
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attested in contexts of record-keeping and accounting, and the indications seem to be 
that it developed gradually out of a system of numerical notation. No such ‘prehistory’ 
is convincingly traceable for Egyptian writing. On present evidence, admittedly sparse 
and possibly very misleading, it appears to come into use almost ‘ready-made’, as it 
were. 

It is generally thought unlikely that full writing could have been invented indepen- 
dently in more than one place in the ancient Near East. This belief coupled with the 
apparently sudden appearance of writing in a developed form in Egypt has led to the 
suggestion that the Egyptian system was borrowed from outside. The areas of Meso- 
potamia and Elam have been cited as the most likely sources, where in the last quarter or 
so of the fourth millennium Bc a pictographic system, similar in appearance and struc- 
ture to the hieroglyphic script, was used to write first the Sumerian language and then, a 
little later, the language known as Proto-Elamite. On present estimates the earliest 
Sumerian writing appears to ante-date the first hieroglyphs by a century or more. That 
there was contact between Egypt and these areas is beyond doubt. Mesopotamian and 
Elamite influences are discernible in a number of features of Egyptian culture during the 
late Predynastic Period, most clearly in the form of various artistic designs and motifs 
(the intertwined felines on the reverse of Narmer's palette are a case in point). The 
importation of writing into Egypt can, therefore, be viewed, it has been suggested, as 
part of a larger process of cultural transmission. 

Reasonable as this hypothesis is, there can be no question of the Egyptian system 
being a direct borrowing of the Sumerian. One obvious objection is that there is little, if 
any, discernible overlap between the two sets of signs. The Egyptian signary, though 
pictographic in character like archaic Sumerian, is clearly derived from indigenous 
sources. Several of the hieroglyphs depict objects, such as certain kinds of tool and 
weapon, that are known from the archaeological record to have been in contemporary 
use in Egypt. Others have representational antecedents among the motifs and designs on 
painted pottery of the earlier Predynastic Period and among the ‘mnemonic’ symbols, 
thought to mark possession or ownership, that occur on pots and implements of the 
same date. More importantly, although both are mixed systems, their structures are not 
the same. In the first place, the balance of their ‘mix’ is different. In the earliest Sumerian 
logography is predominant. Phonography is present at first to a very limited extent, and 
takes several centuries to become fully developed. By comparison the earliest Egyptian, 
as noted above, is a system that already contains a substantial, if not complete, phono- 
graphic component, in this respect being considerably more advanced than the contem- 
porary Sumerian. In the second place the basic phonetic unit of the system is different in 
each case. Sumerian is syllabic; its signs represent syllables of the language, each one 
consisting either of a vowel or of a consonant plus a vowel. Egyptian, on the other hand, 
is consonantal; its signs represent only the consonants of the language; the vowels, being 
‘unstable’, are not specifically recorded. These differences are rooted in the structures of 
the languages that the two scripts represent. They are so fundamental as to be decisive 
against the theory that one system was simply borrowed from the other. The present 
consensus is, therefore, that if Egyptian writing is to be regarded as not wholly indigen- 
ous and Sumerian is to be seen as somehow influential in its invention, then the influence 
was imparted through a process of what has been called ‘stimulus diffusion’; in other 
words, Sumerian provided the example or the idea of writing, together with some of its 
operating principles, not the system itself. 
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A Little Basic Grammar 


Egyptian grammar is a large and complicated subject, important areas of which are still 
imperfectly understood. It cannot, without distortion, be reduced to a series of simple 
rules. This present chapter is intended merely to give a flavour — to a non-Egyptological 
readership — of how the language works. It is highly selective and is confined to Middle 
Egyptian, the ‘classical’ stage of the language and the one with which the study of 
Egyptian is usually begun. It includes also a brief account of other important topics; 
numerals, kings' names, dates and the offering formula. 


Gender and number 
There are two genders in Egyptian, masculine and feminine. Masculine nouns have no 
special ending; feminine nouns end in A, t. 


i F sn ‘brother’ l ME v snt ‘sister’ 
€ 76$ b3k ‘servant’ A y) b3kt (female) servant’ 


[a] pr ‘house’ N nht ‘tree’ 
| Mma 
There are three numbers, singular, plural and dual. The plural endings are SS, w, for 
masculine and s wt, for feminine. though the Ws is often omitted in writing. The 
determinative of plurality, written | | | or i is normally present at the end of plural 
words. \ 
1 ov. YXh snw ‘brothers’ l oM. N snwt ‘sisters’ 
A L4 MAA lit 
V y b3kw 'servants' a. yj b3kwt *(female) servants? 
my aii 
L 3i prw ‘houses’ nn D An nhwt ‘trees’ 
dd m 4 
zi. icem —— 
The dual is used for pairs of things. The masculine ending is v , wy, the feminine is 
CNN , Dy: 
1 NES snwy ‘two brothers’ " NV snty ‘two sisters’ 
ANW Eon don 
Eu d í f Tdi ANO fest jura spty ‘two lips’ 


Adjectives take their gender and number from the noun they describe and are placed 
after the noun: 


um mm A ‘ , 
$ i s nfr ‘good man 


Y l = st nfrt ‘good woman’ 
C 
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EJS prs *big house' 
Nw fA B» pt* tbi : 
aA Va nht 3t ig tree 
EOP, $4 um snw ikrw ‘excellent brothers’ 


i SA A ce, 5 é 3 
oX 4) 2 snwt ikrwt ‘excellent sisters’ 
nnn Jin ME . 


The article and co-ordination 

There are no direct equivalents of the English definite and indefinite articles, ‘the’ and 
a’. Thus, for example, C d, pr, may be rendered ‘house’, ‘a house’ or ‘the house’ 
according to context. Similarly there is no special word for ‘and’, co-ordination being 
expressed more often than not by direct juxtapositioning: 


ox Ll . a sn snt ‘brother and sister’ 
ANAAAAA 


] Sm ntrw ntrwt ‘gods and goddesses’ 
j cy! 

The cases 

Egyptian is not an inflected language, like Latin or German. There are no case-endings to 
indicate the syntactic function of a noun. Whether a noun is the subject or the object of a 
verb is indicated by its position in a sentence, the normal word order being verb + noun- 
subject + noun- ES 


IN (verb) TA (subject) BASI (object) 


sdm s hrw, ‘he man hears the voice’ 


The genitive is expressed in two ways, direct and indirect. In the direct genitive the 
second noun follows the first without a connecting link. It is thought that in this form 
the genitive expresses a particularly close relationship: 


ia nbt pr ‘mistress of the house’ aS sS R^ ‘son of Re’ 
C 


In the indirect genitive the second noun is preceded by the genitival adjective www, ”(y), 
plural ©, nw, which agrees in number and gender with the first noun: 


N J xN nmam ES sb3n pr ‘door of the house’ 
NONSE NUS niwt nt nhh ‘city of eternity’ 
ata iol 


o MA wrw nw 3bdw ‘great ones of Abydos’ 
11% d 


When the genitive is pronominal it is expressed by the so-called suffix pronoun, the 
forms and meanings of which are as follows: 


y i ‘my? f DSL" ‘her’, ‘its’ 
Cs, k ‘your’ (masculine singular) Peru n ‘our’ 

— t ‘your’ (feminine singular) ie in ‘your’ (plural) 
xn f this’ ls sn ‘their’ 
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CJ Jd *my house pé ^od sn.k ‘your brother’ 
5» pr.i my hous J $ y 
gw 


VRE niwt.n ‘our town’ AM A f ve b3kw.sn ‘their servants’ 
111 


These pronouns serve also as the subject of verbs and the object of prepositions (see 
below). Note that in transliteration it is customary to place a dot before a suffix. 


The dative is rendered simply by means of the preposition www, M, ‘to’ or ‘for’, which 


always precedes its object, whether noun or pronoun: 


- DAN, 
men CT 9 nbt pr ‘for the mistress of the house’ n.s ‘for her’ 
Prepositions 
The most common prepositions are: 
" "v S 
\ m in, from, with br ‘before, under’ 
ANW n ‘to, for’ C hr ‘upon’ 
<> r ‘to, towards?’ n br ‘under’ 
c 
^ , —o— 
SNR mpr ‘in the house Nr nst ‘for the woman’ 
a 
em rniwt 'towardsthetown Ẹ hr t3 ‘upon the land’ 


Al INI 


D Í br rdwy ‘under the fee? © n c x) br nswt ‘before the King’ 


Such phrases are usually placed at the end or towards the end of a clause: 


IN á PANT 


sdm s hrw m pr 
‘the man bears the voice in the house? 


Sentences 
Sentence structure and, in particular, the nature and role of the verb, are the most 
problematic areas of Egyptian grammar. The traditional view is that there are two types 
of sentence in Egyptian, verbal and non-verbal. Although according to present theory 
this is not an accurate formulation, it may still serve for the practical purpose of 
translating Egyptian into English. It is important to note that, in Egyptian, distinctions 
of ‘tense’ and ‘mood’ and the difference between ‘main’ and ‘subordinate’ clauses are 
rarely indicated clearly in the writing and can often only be determined by reference to 
the context. 

In the non-verbal! sentence the link between subject and predicate is left unexpressed: 


ORS fm pt ‘the sun (is, was) in the sky’ 


E] nb m pr ‘the master (is, was) in the house’ 
THK | 


In the verbal sentence the predicate is a verb, most typically one belonging to the 
so-called ‘suffix-conjugation’, the basic pattern of which is verb stem + suffix-pronoun. 
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Egyptologists refer to it as the sdm.f (sedjemef) form, after the verb traditionally used as 
the model. The sdm.f is not a simple unity. Owing to the lack of vowel notation, the 
word as written ‘conceals’ several different forms, each of which has its own meaning. 
The most frequently encountered is the ‘indicative’ sdm.f, which expresses an event as an 
objective fact. Conventionally translated as a present tense, it is actually ‘tenseless’, and, 
depending on context, may have past and future, as well as present, reference. It con- 
jugates as follows: 


PANGS sdmi “I hear IN| sdm.s ‘she, it, hears’ 
INT sdm.k ‘you (masc.) hear on, sdm.n ‘we hear’ 
IN sdm.t ‘you (fem.) hear’ ower WW sdm.tn ‘you hear’ 
INS sdm.f ‘he hears’ owl, | 1 | sdm.sn ‘they hear’ 


The subject of the verb may also, of course, be a noun, which, like the pronoun, follows 
the verb, as in the sentence ‘the man hears the voice’ cited above. 


The numerals 
The numerals are denoted by seven special signs: 


ul 1 | db’ 10,000 
A mdw 10 
g bur 100,000 
S št 100 A fh 
i hs 1,000 Y bb 1,000,000 


When written together to form a single number they are placed in descending order of 
magnitude. Multiples of each are indicated by simple repetition of the sign: 


aval 
7- t 369 = ser 


m= NA 142,235 = WAGE Tee rar 


The numeral is placed, after the noun, which is generally in the singular: 


$ lll s7 ‘seven men’ i niwt hz ʻa thousand towns’ 
u es 


The King's names 


When a king ascended the throne he assumed five ‘great names’, the two principal among 
them being what Egyptologists call the prenomen and the nomen. These names are easily 
distinguished because they are enclosed within so-called ‘cartouches’ or royal rings: 


. The Egyptian name for the cartouche was) e Q, šnw (shenu), ‘that which 


encircles’. It is thought that the cartouche symbolised the fact that the bearer of the name 
ruled over everything that the sun encircles. The prenomen is often preceded by the titles 


i , nir nfr, ‘good god’, ^ ,nb t3wy, ‘lord of the two lands’, and, most impor- 
tantly, m X. nswt-bity, ‘King of Upper and Lower Egypt’, while the nomen is intro- 


duced by zo: , 53 R‘, ‘son of Re’. Frequently the epithet A+. di ‘nh, ‘given life’, 
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or MES > di ‘nh dt, ‘given life eternally’, follows the names. Here is a titulary featur- 
ing the names of Tuthmosis IH of the Eighteenth Dynasty: 


Sikes SGinata 


ntr nfr nb t3wy nswt-bity Mn-hpr-R* s3 R^ Dhwty-ms di ‘nh dt 
‘The good god, lord of the two lands, king of Upper and Lower Egypt, Men-kheper-Re, 
son of Re, Tuthmosis, given life eternally’ 


O 
The ordinary word for king, already encountered above, is nswt, 4 Ñ, often 
abbreviated to al . Here are some other common designations with their conventional 


translations: 


|» bm ‘majesty’ 
a ity 'sovereign' 


—y) nb ‘lord’ 
CJ 


Zo pr- ‘3 ‘great house’ (= ‘Pharaoh’, used from the New Kingdom on) 


Such designations are often followed by the ‘wish formula’, 4. e V | Wil J ; 
"nb (w) wd3 (w) snb(w), ‘may he live, be prosperous, be healthy’, usually abbreviated to 


t 


Dates 

Dating in Egypt was not continual but was based on the year of the reigning king. The 
year was subdivided into seasons, months and days. The full system consists of the 
following categories: 


1. regnal year { h3t-sp 
2. month (four in a season) i tpy (the first month) 
Ao 3bd (the remaining months) 
3. season (three in a year) S 3bt (inundation) 
E Je prt (winter) 
<> © 
ANNANN 
Com) šmw (summer) 
PAYA 
4. day (thirty in a month) © sw 


Here are some typical dates: 


O SN 
fen LM SDO patsp 2 3bd 3 3bt sw 1 
‘year 2, month 3 of the inundation season, day 1’ (of the reigning king) 


c a 
fo lupen h3t-sp 12 tpy prt sw 11 
‘year 12, month 1 of winter, day 11' (of the reigning king) 
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Commonly, dates are abbreviated giving only the year of the king, as on a stela in the 38 
British Museum: 


Tom e s ntt p Agi omen Ae meet om cen 


meria 





38 Hieroglyphic inscription from a stela mentioning year nineteen of King Nubkaure 
(Ammenemes II). Twelfth Dynasty. BM 583. 


o p ei D 
Fo nS. d... 10S CT) 
h3t-sp 19 br hm n ntr nfr nswt-bity Nbw-k3w-r' 


‘year 19 under the majesty of the good god, king of Upper and Lower Egypt, Nub-kau- 
re’ (Ammenemes II of the Twelfth Dynasty) 


The offering formula 
A very large number of Egyptian texts, particularly those on funerary stelae, begin with 


the hieroglyphs à N htp di nswt, probably to be translated as ‘an offering which 
the king gives’ or similar. It is referred to by Egyptologists as the ‘offering formula’ or the 
‘hetep-di-neswt-formula’. A common variant of the formula, Ew is htp di "Inpw, ‘an 


offering which Anubis gives', has already been encountered on the panel of Iry. Its 
purpose was to procure for a named beneficiary a perpetual supply of the provisions 
deemed necessary for continued existence in the after-life. The underlying idea seems to 


have been that the king first provided for the gods, prominent among them | |42— 
Wsir, ‘Osiris’, and || , Inpw, ‘Anubis’, and that they in turn provided for the 
dead person or, more strictly, for the dead person's U, k3, ‘spirit’. In the full writing of 
the formula, the provisions invoked from the gods are collectively referred to as CJ, 
prt-hrw, conventionally rendered as ‘invocation offerings’ and are then individually 
itemised. The standard provisions are: Q, f, ‘bread’, D, hnkt, ‘beer’, èf, 
k3w, ‘oxen’, "2, 3pdw, ‘fowl’, X, 3s, ‘alabaster’, and ls mnbt, ‘clothing’. The 
following is a typical example: 


We I "SP 1 8g: saa OL | EE 


htp di nswt Wsir nb Ddw nb 3bdw di.f prt-brw t bnkt k3w 3pdw ss mnbt n k3 n nbt pr Mrrt 


*an offering which the king gives (to) Osiris, lord of Busiris, lord of Abydos, that he may 
give invocation offerings (consisting of) bread, beer, oxen, fowl, alabaster and clothing, 
for the spirit of the mistress of the house, Mereret' 
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Decipherment 


The spread of Christianity in Egypt, and the consequent development of the Coptic 
script, sounded the final death-knell for the ancient ‘pagan’ writing system. The evidence 
suggests that by the end of the fifth century AD knowledge of how to read and write the 
old scripts was extinct. A long dark age — destined to last thirteen centuries and more — 
descended upon the ancient records. The break in knowledge was complete. The hiero- 
glyphs were fully surrendered to the larger myth of ancient Egypt — the land of strange 
customs and esoteric wisdom — fostered and handed down by classical writers. Although 
the Egyptians had been respected throughout classical antiquity as the inventors of 
writing, this respect does not seem to have been attended by any serious attempt to 
understand the basic principles of their writing system. The belief that the hieroglyphs, 
as opposed to the everyday 'popular' script, were not elements of an ordinary writing 
system but were somehow symbolic and imbued with secret meaning had already 
become well rooted by the time the historian Diodorus Siculus visited Egypt in the 
century before Christ: ‘their writing does not express the intended concept by means of 
syllables joined to one another, but by means of the significance of the objects which 
have been copied, and by its figurative meaning which has been impressed upon the 
memory by practice.’ During the early centuries AD, this ‘figurative meaning’ received 
further elaboration. For the influential philosopher Plotinus, writing in the third 
century, the hieroglyphs were nothing less than Platonic ideas in visual form, ‘each 
picture ... a kind of understanding and wisdom’, revealing to the initiated true know- 
ledge as to the essence and substance of things. 

Within, and out of, this tradition, there grew a genre of literature specially devoted to 
the explanation of hieroglyphs. The best preserved and most famous treatise on the 
subject is the Hieroglypbika of Horapollo, which was probably compiled in the fourth 
or fifth century AD. Here is one of its entries: 


‘What they mean by a vulture 

When they mean a mother, a sight, or boundaries, or foreknowledge ... they 
draw a vulture. A mother, since there is no male in this species of animal ... the 
vulture stands for sight since of all other animals the vulture has the keenest 
vision. ... It means boundaries, because when a war is about to break out, it limits 
the place in which the battle will occur, hovering over it for seven days. 
Foreknowledge, because of what has been said above and because it looks forward 
to the amount of corpses which the slaughter will provide it for food .. 


There is a germ of truth in this account, in as much as the Egyptian word for ‘mother’, 
, mwt, is written with the hieroglyph representing a vulture, but the ‘explana- 


tions', conceived wholly in allegorical terms, are otherwise complete fantasy. 

The importance of the Hieroglypbika, however, lies not in its content but in the 
influence that it exerted over the formation and direction of later opinion and research. 
When, following the Renaissance in Europe, there arose a new curiosity in things 
Egyptian, the Neoplatonic tradition, embodied in such 'authoritative' ancient sources as 
Horapollo, encouraged a line of research that was to prove a long blind alley for scholars 
attempting to elucidate the ‘enigmatic’ hieroglyphs. A good example of its influence is 
to be seen in the conclusions reached after years of extensive study by the German 
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polymath Athanasius Kircher (1602—80). A linguist of great ability, Kircher's transla- 
tions of hieroglyphic texts, based entirely on preconceived notions as to their symbolic 
functioning, are wholly wide of the mark, to the point of absurdity. One oft-quoted 
example may suffice. The name of the king Apries written in hieroglyphs was taken by 
Kircher to mean ‘the benefits of the divine Osiris are to be procured by means of sacred 
ceremonies and of the chain of the Genii, in order that the benefits of the Nile may be 
obtained’. Despite his mistaken views of the meaning of the hieroglyphs, Kircher, never- 
theless, occupies an honourable place in Egyptological history. He was the author of the 
first Coptic grammar and vocabulary, works that proved to be an enormous stimulus to 
the development of Coptic studies. Since knowledge of Coptic was to be a vital element 
in the eventual decipherment of the hieroglyphs, modern Egyptology owes a consider- 
able debt to the pioneering efforts of Kircher in this feld. 

Though the myth of thesecret hieroglyphs was to remain deeply entrenched, the century 
following Kircher's death saw a generally more cautious approach to their interpretation. 
While Kircher's translations were wholly rejected, few complete solutions were offered as 
alternatives. In 1785 the French orientalist C. J. de Guignes (1721—1800), tried to prove 
the unity of the Egyptian and Chinese scripts, under the false belief that China had been an 
Egyptian colony. More valuable, and to the point, was his elaboration of an idea first 
mooted in 1762 by another French scholar, J. J. Barthélemy (1716—95), that the rings or 
*cartouches' to be observed frequently in Egyptian texts enclosed royal names. This was 
the first hint of a breakthrough, but in the state of knowledge then prevailing the means of 
making further progress were lacking. In due course, following the discovery of the 
Rosetta Stone, the means became available and the royal cartouche was to prove the very 
key that unlocked the secrets of the hieroglyphs. 

The Rosetta Stone was discovered in July, 1799, near the town of Rashid, ancient 
Rosetta, which is situated in the Delta, on the western arm of the Nile near the sea. It was 
unearthed, quite fortuitously, by a gang of French soldiers who were part of Napoleon 
Bonaparte's invading army. Under the command of an officer named Pierre Bouchard, 
they were digging foundations for a fort and, according to one account, found the 
monument built into an ancient wall. The ‘stone’ — a substantial slab of black basalt, 
118 cm high, 77 cm wide, 30 cm thick, and weighing 762 kg — is actually a commemora- 
tive stela, which was once set up in an Egyptian temple. It is broken and was probably 
about 50 cm or so higher when intact. Incised on one face, it bears an inscription dated to 
year 9 of the reign of Ptolemy V Epiphanes, corresponding to 27 March 196 Bc, the main 
part of which is a copy of a decree issued by a general council of Egyptian priests 
recording the honours bestowed upon the king by the temples of Egypt. The point of 
crucial importance about the inscription is that it is reproduced in three different scripts: 
hieroglyphic at the top, demotic in the middle, and Greek at the bottom. None of the 
sections has escaped damage, the worst affected being the hieroglyphic. The bilingual 
nature of the text and the potential that this offered, since Greek was a known language, 
for the decipherment of the Egyptian versions, were immediately apparent to the French 
savants who first examined the stone after its transference to Cairo. To their enormous 
credit they lost no time in making ink impressions of the inscriptions and in distributing 
them among the scholars of Europe. After the defeat of Napoleon's army, the stone 
itself, which had been moved to Alexandria, was ceded to the British in 1801, together 
with other antiquities, under Article XVI of the Treaty of Alexandria. It was shipped 
back to Britain in February, 1802, and was deposited for some months at the Society of 
Antiquaries of London, where a translation of the Greek section was read out in April of 
that year by the Rev. Stephen Weston and where further reproductions were subse- 
quently made. It was transferred to the British Museum towards the end of 1802, where 
it remains to the present day. 
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39 The Rosetta Stone bearing a single text written in three different scripts: hieroglyphic at the 
top, demotic in the middle, Greek at the bottom. 196 Bc. H. 1.18 m. BM 24 
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The distribution of the various copies of the stone inaugurated a period of intense 
study, with scholars competing anxiously and even jealously to be the first to achieve the 
prize of decipherment. The ‘devil of hieroglyphics’, as it has been called, was let loose in 
no uncertain terms. A stream of lectures and publications ensued and new theories and 
‘solutions’ were espoused, most of them hopelessly erroneous and some of them as 
bizarre as the translations offered by Kircher a century and a half before. In fact the 
hieroglyphic portion of the stone was to remain intractable for many years more. It was 
the study of the demotic section, recognised as the ‘popular’ writing mentioned in 
ancient Greek sources, that yielded the first positive results. 

Already by the end of 1802, before the stone had had time to settle in its new home at 
the British Museum, two important contributions to the subject had appeared, the first 
by the French scholar Sylvestre de Sacy (1758—1832), the second by the Swedish diplo- 
mat and orientalist, de Sacy’s pupil, Johan Akerblad (1763—1819). The former had 
decided to concentrate on the demotic section as it was virtually complete, missing only 
the beginnings of a few lines, whereas the hieroglyphic section was incomplete and was, 
in any case, a less-promising proposition since 'the hieroglyphic character, being rep- 
resentative of ideas, not sounds, does not belong to the domain of any particular lan- 
guage'. De Sacy's approach to the demotic was eminently sensible. He began with the 
Greek proper names and attempted to isolate their demotic versions. He believed that 
this would enable him to identify the values of the demotic letters, which could then be 
used as stepping stones to further correlations. In practice the process proved to be more 
difficult than he had anticipated. He met with partial success in isolating the demotic 
groups for the names of Ptolemy and Alexander, but he found it impossible to identify 
the values of the individual characters. 

Akerblad, following de Sacy's method, made more substantial progress. He was able 
to identify in the demotic all the proper names occurring in the Greek, among them, in 
addition to Ptolemy and Alexander, Arsinoe, Berenice and Aelos. From the sound 
values thus obtained, he built up a ‘demotic alphabet’ of twenty-nine letters, almost half 
of which were actually correct. He then demonstrated that the phonetic signs used to 
write the names were also used to spell ordinary words, thus providing the first definite 
indication of the general phonetic character of the demotic script. Among several indi- 
vidual words, apart from names, that he correctly identified are those for ‘Greek’, 
‘Egyptian’, ‘temple’, ‘love’, ‘him’ and ‘his’, all of which he was able to correlate with 
their Coptic equivalents. These were impressive achievements, but, ironically, Aker- 
blad's very success ‘in establishing the values of so many demotic characters now led him 
astray. He became convinced that the script was entirely phonetic or ‘alphabetic’, as he 
called it. This belief proved an insurmountable barrier to further progress on his part. 

After these early successes with the demotic, virtually nothing of value was achieved 
for another twelve years. Then, at the beginning of 1814, fragments of a papyrus written 
with ‘running Egyptian characters’ were submitted for study to the Englishman Thomas 
Young (1773—1829), a scientist of international distinction and an accomplished 
linguist. The study of this material aroused his interest in the Rosetta inscriptions and in 
the summer of that year he began to subject them to the most careful scrutiny. He began, 
like de Sacy and Akerblad before, with the demotic or ‘epistolographic’ as it was also 
known. Within a few weeks Young had been able to isolate in the demotic most of the 
graphic groups representing individual words and to relate them to their equivalents in 
the Greek, but he found it difficult to go further: 


“You tell me that I shall astonish the world if I make out the inscription. I think 
it on the contrary astonishing that it should not have been made out already, 
and that I should find the task so difficult as it appears to be ... by far the greater 
part of the words I have ascertained with tolerable certainty, and some of the 
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most interesting without the shadow of a doubt; but I can read very few of 
them alphabetically, except the proper names which Åkerblad had read before...’ 


An important observation was soon to follow, however: 


‘after having completed this analysis of the hieroglyphic inscription, I observed 
that the epistolographic characters of the Egyptian inscription, which expressed 
the words God, Immortal, Vulcan, Priests, Diadem, Thirty, and some others, 
had a striking resemblance to the corresponding hieroglyphs; and since none of 
these characters could be reconciled, without inconceivable violence, to the 

forms of any imaginable alphabet, I could scarcely doubt that they were 
imitations of the hieroglyphics, adopted as monograms or verbal characters, 
and mixed with the letters of the alphabet.’ 


These are the first intimations of two crucially important points: firstly that demotic 
was not a wholly separate script from hieroglyphic; secondly that the Egyptian system 
was a mix of different types of character. 

In the year or so following, Young spread his researches beyond the Rosetta texts, 
drawing also on other material, an increasing amount of which was now becoming 
available. Particularly useful for him were the inscriptions newly published in the 
volumes of the Description de l'Égypte (the scholarly fruits of the Napoleonic expedi- 
tion) and some unpublished papyri, ‘funeral rolls’, recently brought from Egypt and 
placed at his disposal. His eye for significant detail is revealed by his observation that the 
hieroglyphic group t which he commonly found attached to what were evidently 
personal names in the funerary papyri, was in fact a ‘female termination’, a sound 
conclusion that was to be of considerable value at a later stage of the decipherment. Even 
more significantly, by the judicious comparison of parallel texts occurring in the 
funerary documents, he was able to confirm the relationship of the various Egyptian 
scripts by tracing the ‘degradation from the sacred character, through the bieratic, into 
the epistolographic, or common running hand of the country’. This conclusion led him 
on directly to what was to be his single most important contribution to the process of 
decipherment: the partial subversion of the great myth that the hieroglyphic script was 
entirely ‘symbolic’. Turning back again to the Rosetta texts, he now quickly established 
the equivalence of many of the demotic and hieroglyphic signs. One of the outcomes of 
this process was the firm identification of the only personal name that occurs in the 
hieroglyphic section, that of King Ptolemy. Since the demotic expressed the name 
phonetically, it was logical to conclude, in Young's view, that the hieroglyphic 
equivalent did so also. 

The name of Ptolemy occurs six times in the hieroglyphic section, three in a short 
cartouche and three in a longer one: 


Sus 
= Fl MEE 
*Ptolemaios' *Ptolemaios, may he live for ever beloved of Ptah' 
Deducing that the shorter contained the name Ptolemy alone, while the longer 


contained the name plus title, Young conjectured the phonetic values of the name signs 
to be as follows: 


Hieroglyph Young Value Correct Value 
Ci p p 
a t t 
£ ‘not essentially necessary’ o 
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Hieroglyph Young Value Correct Value 
Ss lo or ole l 
Lu ma or simply m m 
ili i ior y 
| osh or os s 


He followed this with a similar analysis of the name of the Ptolemaic queen, Berenice, 
which he had isolated, somewhat fortuitously, on a copy of an inscription from the 


temple of Karnak at Thebes: 


Hieroglyph Young Value Correct Value 
Ù bir b 
<> 
e r 
ANNANN 
n n 
N i i 
By 'superfluous' k 
IN ke or ken a 
S ‘feminine termination’ female determinative 


These two analyses, with the hieroglyphs treated as phonograms (and four or five of 
them quite correctly identified), represent an enormous step forward conceptually. The 
door was now open at last to a real understanding of the largely phonetic nature of the 
hieroglyphic script. Sadly, at the very threshold, Young’s progress came to an abrupt 
halt. The old myth still exercised a potent influence. Young was convinced that the 
phonetic principle could only be of limited validity, that the ‘hieroglyphic alphabet’ was 
a ‘mode of expressing sounds in some particular cases, and not as having been universal- 
ly employed where sounds were required’. In other words, the hieroglyphs were mostly 
symbolic; only in special cases, such as in the rendering of foreign names, were they used 
to represent sounds. Drawing on an analogy from Chinese, he viewed the cartouche 
surrounding the royal name as a mark denoting that this special process was in 
operation: 


‘jt is extremely interesting to trace some of the steps by which alphabetic writing 
seems to have arisen out of hieroglyphical; a process which may indeed be in 
some measure illustrated by the manner in which the modern Chinese express a 
foreign combination of sounds, the characters being rendered simply ‘phonetic’ 
by an appropriate mark, instead of retaining their natural signification; and this 
mark, in some modern printed books, approaching very near to the ring 
surrounding the hieroglyphic names.’ 


The results of Young’s researches, of four years’ duration in all, were published by him 
in 1819 in a splendid article entitled ‘Egypt’ for the Supplement to the fourth edition of 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica. In the years following he continued to work, with inter- 
mittent success, on the problems of the hieroglyphs, but he entirely failed to capitalise 
on his own initial breakthrough. The prize of final decipherment was to fall to another 
scholar, Young’s contemporary and rival, the brilliant young Frenchman, Jean-Francois 
Champollion (1790-1832). 

The latter’s route to the decipherment was also via the name of Ptolemy, the identity of 


40 Rigbt Jean-Frangois Champollion 
(1720—1832). Portrait by Coignet, 
1831. Musée du Louvre, Paris. 


41 Below A plate from Champollion's 
Lettre à M. Dacier, published in 
1822. Listed are the various demotic 
and hieroglyphic signs which form 
the Egyptian ‘phonetic alphabet’ 
together with their Greek equivalents. 
At the bottom enclosed in a cartouche 
is Champollion’s name written by 
him in demotic. 
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which he appears to have determined by a similar process of deduction to that of Young. 
To what extent, if any, Champollion's initial discoveries were dependent on Young's 
work has long been a matter of dispute. Champollion's famous paper on the phonetic 
nature of the hieroglyphs, Lettre à M. Dacier relative à l’alphabet des hiéroglyphes 
phonétiques, appeared in 1822, three years after Young’s article ‘Egypt’. Whether or not 
Champollion learned anything from Young, it is beyond dispute that he rapidly 
overtook him. Young's results, though they pointed in the right direction, were limited 
and inconclusive. Champollion was the first to prove, by systematic analysis of the 
available evidence, that the hieroglyphic script operated on the phonetic principle, and 
to build on this effectively. Champollion realised that to make real progress it was 
necessary somehow to isolate a pair of already known names having several hieroglyphs 
in common. These would act as an independent check on each other and would provide a 
firm basis for further identifications. In early 1822, by a happy chance, a copy of another 
bilingual inscription containing just such a pair of names came into his hands. 

In 1819 the English traveller, W. J. Bankes, had transported back from Egypt to his 
home in Kingston Lacy, Dorset, an obelisk and its base block, which had once stood in 
the temple of Philae near Aswan. On the base was a Greek inscription mentioning two 
royal names, Ptolemy and Cleopatra, while on the obelisk itself was a hieroglyphic text 
including two different cartouches. Bankes inferred from the Greek that the cartouches 
contained the names of Ptolemy and Cleopatra and noted that the hieroglyphs in one 
corresponded exactly to those in the cartouche on the Rosetta Stone identified as Pto- 
lemy by Young. In 1821 Bankes had a lithograph made of both the Greek and hiero- 
glyphic texts, copies of which, annotated by Bankes with the suggested identifications of 
the names, were widely distributed. For Champollion the receipt of one of these copies 
was, in the words of one commentator, ‘the moment which ... turned bewildering 
investigation into brilliant and continuous decipherment’. 

Omitting the epithets accompanying the name of Ptolemy and the signs representing 
the ‘female termination’ in the other, the cartouches on the Bankes’ obelisk read so: 

Ptolemaios Cleopatra 


JM FALE S 


Champollion identified the values of the individual signs as follows: 


o =p 4 =c 
EX ck l 
$\ =0 


S. 
de 3 
We À 


e = 
=s5 — 


=e 
t 


<> =r 
j = 

There was an encouraging degree of correspondence between the signs which occurred in 

both names. Only the © and <=> did not correlate but for this Champollion had a ready 


explanation. He deduced correctly that the two signs were actually ‘homophones’ — 
separate signs that could represent the same value, here a z. 
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Champollion knew that if these identifications were correct it should be possible to 
apply the values gained from the names of Ptolemy and Cleopatra to other cartouches 
and to produce further recognisable names. This he now proceeded to do, beginning 


with the cartouche: ——— 


From the known values the following elements could be identified: 


<> 


When the range of possible names was considered, it was not difficult to fill the gaps with 
k, n, and s to yield the name alksentrs = Greek Alexandros (Alexander), with <>, 
mam , —co— identified as k, » and s respectively, the first and last understood as homo- 
phones for A and f. By the extension of this method there quickly followed further 


identifications, including the name of Queen Berenice (confirming and correcting 
Young’s suggestions) and the names and titles of several Roman emperors: 


ET w 

È A) eS T— ea-K 
UL 1 | RA =|-T 

RE A JSR 

Berenice Autocrator 





It seems that during at least the initial stages of the decipherment Champollion had 
believed, like Young, that the phonetic system operated only for the expression of 
foreign names and elements of the Graeco-Roman Period. It was to these that his Lettre 
à M. Dacier, published in late 1822, was largely devoted. At the end of the Lettre, 
however, he announced an entirely new and astonishing discovery: the phonetic system 
was of wider application and could be extended back into earlier times. The final 
breakthrough had been achieved. 

It appears that in September 1822 Champollion had received copies of various reliefs 
and inscriptions from Egyptian temples. One of them, from the temple of Abu Simbel in 
Nubia, contained cartouches enclosing a name repeated in a variety of ways but in its 


simplest form as ( OM ff ]. The last two signs were familiar to him from the cartouches 


of the Graeco-Roman rulers as bearing the phonetic value s. But what of the first two 
signs? Champollion had an excellent knowledge of Coptic and here it came fully into 
play. The first hieroglyph appeared to represent the sun, for which the Coptic word was 


PH (re). Supplying this value for the first hieroglyph produced the sequence 
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Re+? +s+s. There immediately sprung to Champollion's mind the combination 
Re +m + s + s yielding the well-known name Rameses or Ramesses, identified as a king 
of the Nineteenth Dynasty in the history (written in Greek) of the Ptolemaic historian, 


Maànetho. By this analysis, the sign {f} should logically be accorded the value m. More 
evidence was at hand. A second sheet of drawings included the cartouche Ce ff. Here 
again was the group ffi already conjectured to be m + s, in this case preceded by a 


hieroglyph that Champollion recognised as the picture of an ibis, known to be the 
symbol of the god Thoth. Surely the name was none other than Thoth-mes, the Tuth- 


mosis of Manetho's Eighteenth Dynasty. For confirmation of the value of n Cham- 
pollion was able to turn to the Rosetta Stone, where the sign occurs, again in conjunc- 
tion with l, as part of a group corresponding to the Greek genethlia, ‘birth day’, which 
at once suggested to Champollion the Coptic word for ‘give birth’, aice (mise). It 
should be noted that Champollion was actually in error in interpreting (f as having the 
value m. It does, in fact, have the value ms, being a biconsonantal sign to which |! had 


been added as a phonetic complement. At this stage, understandably, Champollion was 
unaware of the possibility of multiconsonantal signs. Fortunately the error was not 
crucial. 

Champollion published these and many other subsequent discoveries in his Précis du 
systéme hiéroglyphique (1824), a work in which he conclusively demonstrated that the 
phonetic principle, far from being of limited application, was, as he called it, the ‘soul’ 
of the entire writing system. For the first time the true relationship between the semo- 
grams and the phonograms, including the function of the determinative, was revealed. 
In addition a huge quantity of new data was presented and identified — royal, private and 
divine names, titles and epithets, as well as ordinary vocabulary. Furthermore there was 
grammatical analysis and translation of phrases and sentences. Inevitably there were 
mistakes, but the fundamental approach was absolutely sound. With the appearance of 
the Précis, the ancient myth of the hieroglyphs was finally laid to rest and the science of 
Egyptology was born. 
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6 
Borrowings 


No account of the hieroglyphic script would be complete without some consideration of 
its contribution to the writing of languages other than Egyptian. The other great writing 
system of the ancient Near East, cuneiform, was adapted through the course of three 
millennia to write a large variety of languages. By comparison the Egyptian contribution 
was small but was not completely insignificant. Some scholars believe that the example 
of Egyptian hieroglyphs may well have stimulated the development of Cretan and 
Hittite ‘hieroglyphs’ in the first half of the second millennium Bc. More certainly, in the 
case of two other scripts — Protosinaitic and Meroitic — there was the direct borrowing of 
Egyptian signs. 


Protosinaitic 

Protosinaitic is a script that was initially noted in various localities in the Sinai 
peninsula, hence its name. Serious attention was first drawn to it in 1906 by the British 
archaeologist, Flinders Petrie (1853—1942), following his expedition to Sinai where he 
explored the sites of the turquoise mines worked anciently by the Egyptians. The most 
important of these sites, Serabit el-Khadim, bore the remains of a temple dedicated to 
Hathor, the chief goddess of the Sinai mining area. It was here that Petrie made his most 
substantial discoveries, including a large number of inscriptions, many dedicated to 
Hathor, by the personnel of the expeditions. The vast majority were written in Egyptian, 
but some of the monuments bore texts in a script (there were eleven such texts in all) that 
contained ‘a mixture of Egyptian hieroglyphs ... though not a word of regular Egyptian 
could be read’. One of these, a sphinx-statuette, is particularly interesting in that it bears 42 
texts written both in ordinary Egyptian script and in the Sinaitic script. The Egyptian is 
inscribed between the paws and on the right shoulder, where it reads ‘beloved of Hathor, 







42. Sandstone sphinx statuette with inscriptions 
in Egyptian hieroglyphs and in Protosinaitic. 
Second Intermediate Period. Serabit 

el-Khadim. L. 23.7 cm. BM 41748. 
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43 Sphinx statuette, detail. Part of the Protosinaitic 
inscription on the left side including the group 
identified as ‘Balar’. 


mistress of turquoise’, the Sinaitic is written on 
both the right and left sides on the upper 
surfaces of the pedestal. Petrie was unable to 
offer any suggestions as to the reading of the 
script but he did make some perceptive obser- 
vations. He noted, for example, that in view of 
the limited number of signs the new script was 
likely to be alphabetic and that in view of the 
context it probably represented the Semitic 
language of the Asiatic workers on the staff of 
the expeditions. Petrie dated the material to 
the middle of the Eighteenth Dynasty but in 
this he was probably wrong. The sculptural 
style of the sphinx and of some of the other 
pieces indicates an earlier date, in all likelihood 
the late Middle Kingdom or Second Intermedi- 
ate Period. 

The Sinaitic script appears to consist of at 
least twenty-three separate signs, the forms of nearly half of which are clearly borrowed 
from Egyptian. Like the hieroglyphs the signs are arranged either in columns or in 
horizontal lines but they seem generally to read from left to right. There appears to have 
been no strict rule as to which direction the individual signs should face, though within a 
single text the direction is consistent. The first breakthrough in deciphering the system 
was made in 1916 by the English scholar, A. H. (later Sir Alan) Gardiner (1879-1963). 
He noticed that a number of the signs depicted objects or things, the Semitic names for 
which correspond to the names of letters in the later Phoenician/Canaanite alphabet. 
Gardiner was led to the conclusion that the linear forms of the latter were actually 
derived from the Sinaitic ‘pictograms’ and showed that the transition in form from one 
to the other was in many cases traceable without undue difficulty. Moreover in assigning 
to the Sinai pictograms the phonetic values of their alphabetic descendants he was able 


E, 


o 


Ss 


in the context, since Balat is the name of a Semitic goddess closely identified with 
Hathor, whose name, in addition, occurs written in Egyptian hieroglyphs, on the sphinx 
that is one of the monuments bearing the group in question. Gardiner was unable to 
make further progress with the material at hand, but the fact that by a process of logical 
deduction, unforced by prejudice, the Sinai texts had been made to yield perhaps the one 
name most likely to occur in the area has been regarded as a powerful factor in favour of 
his interpretation of the script. 

Since Gardiner's initial contribution, a great deal of scholarly work has been carried 
out on Protosinaitic. The stock of available texts has more than trebled and these now 
include inscriptions from places other than Sinai. Unfortunately the texts are invariably 
short and often crudely executed. Progress in further understanding has been slow, and 
has been limited on the whole to small gains in vocabulary. A complete decipherment of 
the script published in 1966 by the American scholar W. F. Albright (1891—1971) has 





to read the commonly occurring group as b'It, ‘Balat’. This makes very good sense 





Protosinaitic Egyptian Protosinaitic Egyptian 


p» èf (ox) NNN ANN ann (water) 
L e L ] (house) paN di = ^ (snake) 


uH i (throw-stick?) d> c KI- (eye) 


Za ft EH fish) ? 


= = ? i, Z 9 
r3 E J a Ai Y Y ? 
— f Dade: ee RS ees ? 


ILL E ( (door) Q f? & (head) 
g 1 l (twisted flax) WwW eum (lotus pool) 
E BS = (hand) Y YX ? 


W V <== (palm) + + (crossed planks) 


? P e. 2 | (crook?) 


Table 2: Protosinaitic signs and Egyptian prototypes (Protosinaitic forms after Albright). 


not received general acceptance. Probably the most important development has been the 
realisation that the Sinaitic texts are not an isolated group. Inscriptions written in what 
appear to be basically the same script have been identified in various localities in 
Palestine. Some are roughly contemporary with the Sinaitic texts, others are later. The 
corpus as a whole, including the Sinai material, is now referred to by some scholars as 
Proto-Canaanite. 

That the system represents an early stage in the history of the alphabet seems very 
feasible. Recent studies in the palaeography of the texts have tended to confirm its 
suggested relationship with the later Canaanite or Phoenician alphabet, though a link is 
not demonstrable in the case of every individual sign. The system is not strictly *alpha- 
betic’ in the proper sense but is really an ‘economical syllabary’ in which each sign stands 
for a consonant + any vowel. In its creation the Egyptian writing system is thought to 
have been influential, supplying not only the actual sign-forms, or at least some of them, 
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but also providing with its uniconsonantal signs a partial model for just such a restricted 

signary. If this view is correct (and it is not accepted by all scholars), it has an interesting 

implication. Since the Canaanite/Phoenician syllabary formed the basis of the Greek 

alphabet, and the Greek in turn of the Latin, it means, in the words of Gardiner, that ‘the 
Table 3 hieroglyphs live on, though in transmuted form, within our own alphabet’. 


Egyptian Protosinaitic Phoenician ^ Early Greek Greek Latin 


èf f x A A A 
E] [] » a B B 
) Ns 1 E [ G 
Li 


X a 


Ju 
m 


o~ 
9 
T F x pi E T 
ems 


i W 2 2 S 





Table 3: From hieroglyphic sign to alphabetic letter. 
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Meroitic 

Meroitic was the native language of a great African civilisation, known to the Egyptians 
as the ‘Kingdom of Kush’, which during the later periods of Egyptian history had its 
capital at Meroé (modern Begrawiya in the Sudan). 

The language was first recorded in writing in the second century Bc in an ‘alphabetic’ 
script consisting of twenty-three symbols, most of which were borrowed or at least 
derived from Egyptian writing. The system is quite different from Egyptian. Every sign 
has a phonetic value, and vowels as well as consonants are represented. There is also a 
special symbol for marking the division between words. The script has two forms, 
hieroglyphic and cursive. Hieroglyphic inscriptions are normally written in columns, 
cursive in horizontal lines reading from right to left. Unlike Egyptian the individual 
signs read in the direction which the figures face. 

Although it looks alphabetic, Meroitic is in fact a syllabic system. A ‘consonantal’ 
sign does not represent a single consonant but a consonant plus the vowel a, except 
when it is followed by one of the signs i, o and e. The special sign for the vowel a is used 
only at the beginning of words. There are separate signs for the combinations n + e, 
s +e, t +e, and t + o. In addition the sign for e has two uses: not only does it represent 
the vowel e, but it can also denote the lack of a vowel following a consonant. 

The corpus of known Meroitic inscriptions is much larger than that of Protosinaitic 
but is still relatively small. To date fewer than 1,000 individual texts have been properly 





Hieroglyphic Cursive Value Hieroglyphic Cursive Value 


i aN a 8 
Ç 
j 3 
4 E: š (s) 
Qd yos 
i k 
/9 d 
7 t 


/— te 


& 


Gs 


o = bj 


M 


to 


d 
AX d 
Ji 


ne 


d as a DE 


word divider 


AV ewugs(Q n 


i HB yg y 





Table 4: Meroitic syllabary (after Hintze). 


Table 4 


133 


EGYPTIAN HIEROGLYPHS 


134 


44 


documented, though this total is increasing steadily. They have been found throughout 
the length of the Sudanese and Nubian Nile valley from Philae in the north to Naqa near 
Khartoum in the south and occur in a wide range of contexts — on temple walls, shrines, 
altars, offering tables, stelae, statues, pottery vessels, ostraca, papyri, and in the form of 
rock-graffiti. Inscriptions in the hieroglyphic script are comparatively rare and are 
largely confined to royal and divine ‘prestige’ contexts. Cursive is much more common. 
It was the ‘everyday’ script and gradually supplanted its ornamental companion. The 
earliest dated text in Meroitic is a hieroglyphic temple inscription of Queen 
Shanakdakhete (c. 180—170 Bc). There is no evidence for its use, in either form, after the 
fifth century AD. 

The fundamental work on Meroitic was carried out by the British Egyptologist, 
Francis Llewellyn Griffith (1862—1934), in the first decade or so of this century. By a 
detailed comparison of parallel funerary formulae occurring on offering tables and 
stelae, Griffith was able to determine the size of the Meroitic syllabary, to prove the 
correlation between the hieroglyphic and cursive scripts, and to show in which direction 
the signs were to be read. He then went on to establish the phonetic values of the signs. 
The key to this achievement was an inscription carved on the base of a sacred boat from 
the temple of Ban Naqa in the Sudan, now in the Berlin Museum. Included in this 
inscription are the cartouches of two rulers of Meroé, a king and a queen, Natakemeni 
and Amanitere, who were dedicators of the monument. The vital point is that the names 
are written in both Meroitic and Egyptian hieroglyphs. Since the phonetic values of the 
Egyptian signs were known, it was possible for Griffith to deduce the values of the 
Meroitic equivalents. The values of eight separate signs, over one third of the complete 
sylabary, were thus more or less correctly established from this one inscription. By 
cleverly isolating in other Meroitic texts various well-known names such as those of the 
gods Osiris and Isis and place names like Philae, Griffith quickly established the values of 
the remaining signs. The system established by Griffith has since been refined and 
modified in points of detail, most notably by the German scholar Fritz Hintze, but it is 
agreed to have been essentially correct. 

This success in transliterating the scripts has not, unfortunately, been followed by an 
equivalent progress in understanding the language which they write. Some words and 
phrases have been made out with reasonable certainty and some grammatical construc- 
tions tentatively identified, but the meaning of the vast majority of inscriptions remains 
obscure. The task of deciphering the language 
would be considerably aided if a link between am MER 
Meroitic and some other known language could be n : 
established. This has yet to be achieved. Meroitic 
does not apparently belong to the Afro-Asiatic 
family and attempts to place it within one of the 
African groups of languages have hitherto proved 
inconclusive. It seems likely that really significant 
progress will have to await the discovery of a 
bilingual text, another ‘Rosetta Stone’, written in 
Meroitic and some other known language, like 
Egyptian or Greek. 


44 Stand from Ban Naga with inscriptions in Egyptian 
and Meroitic hieroglyphs. 0-AD 20. H. 1.18 m. East 
Berlin, 7261. 
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1 
The Discovery 
of Linear B 


The revelation of the Bronze Age in the Aegean area began with the epoch-making 
discoveries of Heinrich Schliemann at Troy and Mycenae towards the end of the 
nineteenth century. At that date the science of archaeology had hardly come into 
existence, and we ought not to blame Schliemann for the irreparable damage that he 
did to the sites he attacked. At Troy he dug a great cutting through the middle of the 
hill to expose the earliest layers. But at least he demonstrated that there had been 
civilisations in the Aegean long before the historical Greeks came on the scene, even 
though we now know that what he originally identified as Priam's Troy was in fact 
a thousand years too early for the Trojan War of Greek tradition. 

Now that the chronology has been well established, we can confidently assert 
that the greatest pre-classical civilisation flourished in what is called, after the first 
of its sites to be excavated, the Mycenaean period. This can be dated roughly 
between the sixteenth and twelfth centuries Bc. It is generally believed that the epics 
of Homer describe the Aegean world towards the end of that period; but the more 
facts we learn about it, the more it is evident that Homer's knowledge was 
incomplete and imperfect. We have moved a long way from Schliemann's faith in 
the literal truth of Homer. 

An English student of archaeology, Arthur Evans (later Sir Arthur), was so 
impressed by the level of culture these Mycenaeans had achieved on the mainland 
of Greece, that he formed the opinion that such a civilisation could not have 
functioned without a knowledge of writing. Yet neither at Troy nor at Mycenae 
had Schliemann's excavations yielded a single inscription. Whether Evans' opinion 
was justified may be disputed, but his hunch proved to be right, and it was he who 
succeeded in finding the proof, though it led to such important new discoveries that 
he later lost interest in the problem that had started his search. 

He noted that dealers in antiquities in Athens sometimes had engraved stones for 
sale, which had clearly been intended for use as seals. They were unlike any later 
seals, and were covered with small pictures of objects arranged in such a way that 
they might be a system of writing. It may be hard in such cases to be sure whether 


the signs are really writing, or merely a pictorial representation of a name. Heraldic 
shields, for instance, often have devices which suggest the owner's name. But Evans 
thought the system on these seal-stones was more like a script, and his researches 
led him to the conclusion that they had come from the great island of Crete. 

At this date Crete was still occupied by the Turks, and successive Greek revolts 
throughout the nineteenth century were unsuccessful until 1899, when the Turks 
finally withdrew. Evans had already travelled widely through the island, and had 
decided where to dig. The site he chose was Knossos, a few miles inland from the 
principal town of the island, now known as Iraklion. Greek traditions told of a King 
Minos who had in prehistoric times ruled a sea-empire in the Aegean from Knossos. 
It seemed therefore a promising site to investigate, and local diggers had already 
recovered interesting finds from it. When the Turks left, Evans was able to purchase 
it, and he began digging there in 1900. 
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1 Knossos tablet Co 907, listing sheep, goats, pigs and cattle 


It became clear at once that he had found a major Bronze Age site, and he was 
rewarded by the discovery of large numbers of inscribed clay tablets. The writing 
was much more highly-developed than on the seal-stones, and there could be no 
doubt that this was a true script. But the characters were unlike any script then 
known, and although Evans started with high hopes of deciphering it, his work 
came fairly soon to an end, for it was overshadowed by more exciting finds. 

Evans had hoped to find a Mycenaean site on Crete to rival Mycenae on the 
mainland. Sure enough, the huge complex of buildings he unearthed at Knossos 
must have been a major palace, and it had flourished during the Mycenaean period. 
But it differed in type from the site at Mycenae, and what was quite unexpected was 
that it went back much further in time. The king of Knossos was living in some 
degree of luxury long before the walls of Mycenae were built. In fact, it is now 
accepted that a high level of civilisation developed in Crete as much as two hundred 
years before the mainland began to imitate it. It was no longer possible to call this 
Mycenaean, and Evans coined the new term ‘Minoan’ to describe the Bronze Age 
culture of Crete. 
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Many archaeologists followed Evans to Crete, and important new palaces were 
excavated at Phaistos in the south and Mallia further to the east along the north 
coast. Both of these sites and several others, notably Haghia Triada only a few miles 
from Phaistos, produced small quantities of clay tablets, but these were rather 
different from the Knossos ones. Evans thought at first this might be due to a special 
royal script at Knossos, but later it was seen that the differences correlated with the 
date. The earliest inscriptions were those on the seal-stones, rarely found on clay; 
Evans named this script ‘hieroglyphic’ because of a supposed resemblance to the 
early Egyptian script known by that name, but there is no reason to think that they 
are related. A little later the pictures of objects become more stylised and thus less 
recognisable, especially when written on clay. Evans named this script Linear A, 
because the signs were simple outlines. Few examples of this were found at 
Knossos, for there the bulk of the inscriptions were in a later version of this script, 
which he called Linear B. This was restricted to the latest phase of the Palace, which 
we can now date as from about 1450—1375 Bc. 

The clay tablets had not been baked when they were made, but only dried in the 
sun, so that they survived only if they happened to be in a building which had been 
burnt. Thus tablets were only found in destruction layers, and must date to the very 
end of the period of the building's use. Unfortunately, at Knossos there has been 
since Evans’ time a long argument over the date of the final destruction, and 
although most scholars accept a date somewhere around 1375 sc, it has been 
seriously proposed that a date in the thirteenth century would be possible. There is 
nothing in the documents to settle the argument, but on the whole a fourteenth 
century date still seems more likely. 

Evans studied his Linear B tablets and drew some obvious conclusions. But 
although he prepared an edition of all the hieroglyphic material then known, his 
preparations for an edition of the Linear B tablets were still incomplete when the 
outbreak of the Balkan Wars, and then the First World War, diverted his attention 
to other matters. After the war he produced his vast work on the palace at Knossos, 
which he confidently named the Palace of Minos. This contained a section on the 
tablets, and a number of them were illustrated, but the vast bulk of the documents 
still remained unpublished and hence inaccessible to scholars. It was not until 1952, 
eleven years after Evans' death, that an old friend and colleague, Sir John Myres, 
finally published the volume that Evans had planned and largely compiled around 
1911-12. 

It was unfortunate in many ways that it had been so long delayed. Earlier 
publication would have made a great deal of information available, so that serious 
work on the decipherment could have started much earlier; even those who 
succeeded in seeing material in Iraklion Museum were inhibited by the rule that no 
one may anticipate in print the finder's first publication of his finds. When it 
became possible for scholars to work on the originals, it was quickly discovered 
that the edition had been imperfect and incomplete. Three separate collections of 
fragments of tablets recovered in Evans' excavations have since come to light in 


Iraklion Museum, but none of these appear in the 1952 publication. Their study at 
once revealed that no serious effort had been made to join the fragments, and so to 
reconstruct complete, or more nearly complete, tablets. This task has fallen to a 
devoted band of scholars of several different nationalities, who have worked 
together as a team to reconstitute the tablets and publish a complete and 
trustworthy text. 

But as early as 1939 a major new discovery had totally changed the situation as 
regards Linear B. In that year a joint American-Greek expedition under Carl W. 
Blegen of the University of Cincinnati had begun to excavate a site in the south— 
west of the Greek mainland. It lies a little to the north of the modern town of Pylos, 
just inland from the Bay of Navarino, one of the finest natural harbours in the 
Mediterranean. It proved to be a Mycenaean palace destroyed by fire at the end of 
the thirteenth century Bc. By a stroke of luck the first trench laid out by the 
excavators ran across what we now know as the Archive Room, since it contained 
hundreds of clay tablets, hardened by the fire which destroyed it. As soon as the first 
pieces were lifted from the ground, they could be identified as written in the same 
Linear B script already well known from Knossos. 

This news did not perhaps create the sensation it should have done. The world 
had more serious matters on its mind in 1939—40 than Bronze Age writing. For the 
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2 Pylos tablet Tn 996, showing numbers of bath-tubs and other vessels, 
some of bronze, some gold 
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first time Linear B was seen to be not restricted to Knossos, or even to Crete, but to 
be in use on the mainland, for such an archive is hardly likely to have been 
transported from where it was written. Yet if it were simply, as Evans asserted, a 
modified version of Linear A, a purely Cretan script, did this mean that the Cretan 
language too was used on the Greek mainland? Was this the proof Evans had sought 
to show that all southern Greece had once been under Minoan control? 

The difficulty was that most scholars at this time believed that the Mycenaeans 
known to archaeology were the Achaeans described by Homer as masters of Greece 
at the time of the Trojan War. Of course poets, like novelists, are liable to make 
their characters speak their own language; but the fact that most of Homer's 
characters have names which are significant in Greek implied that Greek was 
already spoken in Greece in the Mycenaean age, if Homer's stories were not pure 
fiction. So what was the king of Mycenaean Pylos, Nestor, if we can trust Homer, 
doing keeping his accounts in a foreign language? 

An easy answer to this question is provided by the parallel of the Middle Ages, 
when kings all over Europe kept their records in Latin, whatever language they 
spoke themselves. However, further discoveries from other sites on the mainland 
have now totally altered the picture. Linear B is now seen to be the script of the 
Mycenaean palaces on the mainland, and it is its intrusion into Crete which is the 
feature which demands explanation. The solution to the problem came in 1952-3, 
with the demonstration that the language of the Linear B tablets was Greek. Evans 
would have been profoundly shocked to learn that his Minoan palace in the last 
phase of its existence had used the Greek language. This story will form the subject 
of the next chapter, but we need first to complete the account of discovery. 

Even before Linear B tablets had been found on the mainland, it was known that 
large pottery jars with painted inscriptions in this script had been found on the 
mainland. The largest collection is from Thebes, to the north-west of Athens, but 
other contemporary sites have provided specimens. These jars were often used for 
the transport of olive oil and wine, and it was suggested that these were containers 
for Cretan produce. This suggestion has now been confirmed in a remarkable way. 
It was noticed that some of the words on the jars were also found on the Knossos 
Linear B tablets, where they appeared to be place names; and it would be natural for 
the exporter to record his name and address on his product. But much more recently 
an analysis of the clay used to make these jars has revealed that they almost 
certainly come from Crete. 

Small numbers of clay tablets have been found at Mycenae itself, the first 
significant find being made by the British archaeologist A. J. B. Wace in 1952. He 
dug some large houses outside the Citadel Walls, and found in them collections of 
Linear B tablets. This does not prove that Linear B was in widespread use 
throughout the population, for such houses must have been occupied by members 
of the royal establishment. Some more, rather badly damaged tablets, have come 
from a house within the walls, but there is no trace of the main palace archive. Since 
the palace is at the top of the hill, its site has long been exposed to the weather, and 


its archives are likely to have perished. But it is a sobering thought that if 
Schliemann had known what to look for, he might have been the first to find Linear 
B tablets. As they come out of the ground, it is only too easy to dismiss fragments of 
tablets as pieces of coarse pottery, which the early excavators threw away without a 
thought. 

At Tiryns, only a few miles away from Mycenae, stood a huge castle with massive 
walls. It may have been intended to guard the port, but the sea has now retreated 
from the site. It would be incredible if this were, as Homer implies, the seat of an 
independent kingdom. It must have been in some sense under the control of the king 
of Mycenae, who may have been an overlord having the allegiance of several lesser 
rulers. From 1971 onwards excavations in the lower town outside the castle walls 
have revealed a number of fragmentary Linear B tablets. It looks as if these have 
come down from their original position higher up, and all we can say at the moment 
is that somewhere on this site there must have been a major archive, but only 
fragments of it have been recovered. ; 

The situation at Thebes is rather different. The problem here is that the same site 
has been continuously occupied for at least four thousand years, and it is now a 
thriving provincial town. This has been built over successive layers of occupation, 
Turkish, Frankish, Byzantine, Roman, Hellenistic, Classical, Archaic, Mycenaean 
and even earlier. It is rarely possible here to find a place to excavate, and only when 
it is necessary to put up a new building are the archaeologists able to investigate 
what lies beneath the ground. Rescue digs of this kind have so far yielded two small 
collections of Linear B tablets, and a group of clay sealings, small lumps of clay 
stamped with a seal and then in some cases inscribed with a few words in Linear B. 
This evidence makes it almost certain that somewhere below the centre of the 
modern town lies an archive of tablets. Thebes was clearly the site of a palace which 
controlled a large kingdom in this part of Greece, and its records would be very 
important, if we could only find them. But for the moment we can say very little 
about this kingdom. 

The finds show that writing was ríot in widespread use in Mycenaean Greece. No 
tablets have been found at minor sites, and all those where they have been found are 
either palaces or so close to palaces that they can be regarded as dependencies. 
There is no trace of any private use of writing. This contrasts with the history of the 
Greek alphabet, which as early as the eighth century Bc was used by private citizens 
to write light-hearted verses on a cup; and during the next two centuries began to be 
used for laws inscribed on stone in places where all could read them. Nothing of the 
kind has ever been found in Linear B. Writing seems to have been exclusively a 
bureaucratic tool, a necessary method of keeping administrative accounts and 
documents, but never used for historical or even frivolous purposes. As we shall see, 
the contents of Linear B tablets are almost without exception lists of people, 
animals, agricultural produce and manufactured objects. But first we must see how 
it became possible to read a script which had been forgotten for more than three 
thousand years. 
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2 
The Decipherment 


The first step in trying to decipher an unknown script is the analysis of the texts. We 
need to know what sort of a script it is, and what can be deduced about the contents 
of the inscriptions. All scripts can be classified as one of three types: a) phonetic, b) 
ideographic, c) mixed. Phonetic scripts represent by their signs the sounds of the 
language. They do not of course give a detailed picture of those sounds; for one 
thing, it would be confusing if every speaker wrote exactly as he spoke, for then the 
same utterance would be recorded in many different ways. There is therefore a 
conventional element in scripts which eliminates most of the individual differences 
between speakers. Secondly, to represent even roughly the range of sounds 
employed would demand a much larger alphabet that the twenty-six letters we use 
in English; many languages employ diacritical marks on letters to indicate special 
values, but even so all phonetic scripts are only a notation adequate to permit 
someone who knows the language to reconstruct the word for himself. The 
segments into which the stream of speech is analysed for notation may vary in size. 
Alphabetic scripts aim at the ideal of one sign for each sound, though English, for 
example, often departs from this ideal. Other languages in the past have used 
syllabic scripts, where each sign represents a pronounceable syllable. These may 
vary from the simple type where each sign denotes a consonant followed by a vowel, 
to more complex types where there are signs for vowels followed by consonants, 
and for groups of consonant, vowel and consonant, and so on. 

Ideographic scripts have basically one sign for each word, and this sign usually 
represents the meaning of the word, not primarily its phonetic form. They can 
therefore be easily transferred from one language to another. So the Japanese 
borrowed the Chinese ideographic script, and wrote the same signs for the same 
meanings, but gave them quite different sounds. The problem with ideographic 
scripts is that they need enormous numbers of signs, which have to be very complex 
in order to be different, and are therefore hard to learn and to write. However, the 
advantage for the decipherer is that they are easily recognisable by the large number 
of different signs and their complexity. Ideograms usually begin as pictures of 


objects, and they may despite development still remain recognisable, but they may 
also evolve to unrecognisable patterns, the meaning of which is simply conven- 
tional. A familiar set of ideograms, the numerals 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, can be read in English 
as one, two, three, four, five, but the same signs may be used in other languages with 
quite different phonetic values, although their meaning remains the same. 

Mixed systems are not uncommon, that is, ones where some signs are 
ideographic and some phonetic. When we read 1st as first, and 3rd as third, we are 
using ideograms with a phonetic complement. This serves to prevent us giving the 
wrong sound to the ideogram, and in some languages allows us to indicate inflected 
forms. Examples of mixed scripts are Hittite (a cuneiform script) in antiquity, and 
in modern times, Japanese. 

This explanation is essential in order to understand how Linear B was 
deciphered. It was immediately obvious that there was a simple numeral system; 
virtually all tablets record numerals, and there are examples of addition to verify 
the system. There are signs for units (short upright bars), tens (horizontal bars), 
hundreds (circles) and thousands (circles with rays). Each sign can be repeated up to 
nine times. Thus the number 1357 would be written: 


08° aay 
o -Z7um 
With this clue it is then possible to identify certain signs which occur only in 


isolation before numerals. Many of these are obvious pictures, or ‘pictograms’ as 
they are called: 


X Man Å woman {jp HORSE dp CHARIOT 


@ WHEEL €3 JAR qup BATH SSS CUP 


But many others bear only a distant relationship to the pictures that must underlie 
them, and at this stage these are therefore still unidentified. Even so it is clear that 
some of these were animals: 


Y T YF P 


There is also a special set of signs which occur before numerals and sometimes 
following an ideogram. The analysis of a Knossos tablet will illustrate this. 
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3 Knossos tablet Fp1 


Now if wecall 3 Aandthesigns 4 and p x and y respectively, we can tabulate the 
entries thus: 


A x y 
0 1 — 
0 2 — 
0 1 — 
1 TES = 
0 1? = 
0 1? - 
0 0 3 
0 0 1 
0 0 4 
3 2 2 


The last line is a much higher figure than any of the preceding ones, and this would 
be explained if it were a total. But since this is a sum like our old-fashioned pounds, 
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shillings and pence, we need to know the relationship between the three columns to 
check this, because it will be necessary to carry over the appropriate figure from one 
column to that to the left of it. If we add up the figures in the right-hand column, 
they come to 8; but the total in the last line is only 2. It follows therefore that x =6y 
or 3y, either of which would give the remainder 2, if divided into 8. But since one 
entry has the figure 4y, if x —3y, this would have been written 1x 1y. Therefore 
x —6y, and 1 must be added to the middle column. 

The figures in the middle column add up to 6, to which must be added the 1 
carried over from the y column. But two of the figures are shown as 1?, because 
either or both of these could be read as 2. However, when the total of x is reduced to 
A units, there is again a remainder of 2, as shown by the total. Since only 1A is 
recorded in the left-hand column, 2 must be carried over from the x column to make 
the total 3A. It follows that the total of x units, before being reduced to the higher 
unit A, must be an even number, if when divided by twice the value of x it leaves a 
remainder of 2. Therefore only one of the doubtful figures must be restored as 2, 
and the other is 1. Thus the real total for the x column will be 8, and therefore 
A —3x — 18y. By such means we can establish that the word F 4 (and elsewhere 
T f) is used to introduce a total, and must have an appropriate meaning. 

Inspection of other tablets shows that x and y are fractions of other ideograms 
too, and thus we can can deduce that they are units of a system of measurement, like 
hundredweights, quarters, pounds and ounces, or bushels, gallons, quarts and 
pints. Thus the numerals lead directly to the identification of three series of metric 
signs: one, since its highest unit is a pictogram of a pair of scales, is clearly weights; 
the other two share the two lowest units, so they presumably represent volume, one 
for dry and the other for liquid measure. 

By such deductions it is easy to see that the tablets are for the most part lists of 
men and women, livestock, agricultural produce and manufactured objects. 
Without any knowledge of the language, we can still give a useful account of the 
subject matter of the records. As we shall see later, this is also the situation as 
regards the earlier, Linear A, script. 

The real problem concerns the remaining signs, which constitute the bulk of the 
text. The first question to ask is: how many are there? This is not so easy to answer 
as might be thought. The scribes did not write a ‘copy-book’ hand, but showed a 
great deal of individual variation. One sign appears as: 


p e e © 


These are fairly obviously variants of one sign. But another, rather similar sign, 
appears as: 


© © © 
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Is the number of strokes inside the circle significant, or are they all simply variants? 
Is it the same as the previous sign? The answers to these questions depend partly on 
judgment, but a hunch can often be confirmed if two forms behave alike and replace 
each other in the same sign group. Simple as this sounds, it does of course depend 
upon having a large body of material to work on. Statistical methods cannot be used 
when there are very few examples of a particular sign. For fifty years after the first 
discovery of Linear B, very few people had access to enough material to make this 
kind of work practicable. Evans produced some lists of signs based upon the 
Knossos tablets; but it was impossible to check his work, and when the fuller 
evidence was published in 1952, the job had already been done for the Pylos tablets 
by an American, Emmett L. Bennett. His signary still stands today, with minor 
modifications, as the definitive list of signs. But there are still a very few signs whose 
status is unclear. For instance, Bennett quite properly listed as separate signs $ and 
? , although this would be the only case in the script in which the distinction 
between two signs depended on one being the mirror image of the other. Sub- 
sequently it has become clear that these were really variants of one sign, since new 
material has shown that one replaced the other in the same sign-group. Bennett in 
his table listed 87 signs, and even with corrections it is safe to say the total number in 
use was no more than 90. 

Once the signary was established, it became possible to count the signs and list 
their frequencies. It is highly convenient for the decipherer that the Mycenaean 
scribes divided their signs into groups by using a short upright bar placed just above 
the line, thus: 


TA E B. o * e Eb AA B. & 


Thegroups so divided off range from two to eight signs. Contrast this with the habit 
of Greek alphabetic inscriptions, which usually string the words together in a 
continuous sequence. 

The direction of the writing is obvious, since most lines begin at the left-hand 
edge of the tablet and unfilled spaces are left at the right-hand edge. This left-to- 
right direction is uniform throughout Linear B. Tablets with several lines of writing 
usually have them separated by transverse lines running the full width of the tablet. 
It is tempting to call them rules, but they are in fact drawn by hand, before the text 
was written. Elongated tablets often have the first word of the text in large signs, 
and after this there is a division into two lines. In places a word, or even a complete 
line of writing, is added over the text; this is either an annotation, or may be a 
continuation of the main text for which there was not enough room. 





4 Pylos tablet Eo 269, showing division into two lines 


The tablets are generally speaking small enough to be held in one hand, while 
being written on by the other; they sometimes have the marks of fingers on the 
reverse. The largest tablet so far known is about six inches across, ten-and-a-half 
inches high, and about an inch thick, but the majority are very much smaller. 

Thus it is possible to produce frequency lists of signs, showing not only their 
overall frequency, but also in initial, medial and final positions. It will often appear 
that a sign has a particular liking for one position in sign-groups. At this stage it is 
useful to compile an index of sign-groups, not merely to find repetitions of groups, 
but also to discover groups which begin alike but have different endings. Likewise a 
reverse index, that is to say, one in which the groups are arranged in the order of 
their signs working from the end of the word, is useful to find groups that have the 
same ending. 

All of this work was performed for Linear B by the small number of people who 
had access to sufficient texts, but it did not at first lead to any significant advances. 
The most important step, seen with hindsight, was the discovery by the American 
scholar Alice Kober of a number of sign-groups at Knossos which occurred in three 
different forms, which she thought must represent some sort of inflexional endings. 

The decipherment proper was the work of a British amateur named Michael 
Ventris. He had been fascinated by the mystery of Linear B since he was a 
schoolboy, and when he had qualified as an architect, he continued to devote much 
of his spare time to this hobby. In the autumn of 1951 the publication of the first 
batch of Pylos tablets, those found in 1939, gave him for the first time an adequate 
supply of material. He had already analysed the script and concluded that in view of 
the size of the signary it was likely to be a relatively simple syllabic system. He also 
understood the ideographic system, as outlined above. 

If the language of the inscriptions had been known, it should not have proved too 
difficult to find values which would give appropriate words. However, as explained 
above, Linear B was seen as a Cretan script, which had unexpectedly appeared on 
the mainland of Greece in a Mycenaean palace. Evans had been in no doubt that his 
*Minoan' Cretans were not Greek-speakers, and it could be held that the Pylos 
tablets supported his belief that the Minoans had for a time controlled southern 
Greece, as they certainly did the islands of the Aegean. Other scholars were less 
certain, for Homer gives what is acknowledged to be a picture of the Mycenaean 
age, however much the details are garbled. All his characters speak Greek, whether 
they are on the Greek or Trojan side; and many have names which are significant in 
Greek, and this too is true of the Trojans. But this could be simply a literary 
convention, and it is unsafe to deduce from Homer's poems that the Mycenaean 
inhabitants of Greece were Greek-speaking, though this certainly appeared for 
other reasons too to be probable. The upshot was that it was clearly impossible to 
predict the language of Linear B, and Greek would have been regarded as an 
outsider if this had been a betting matter. 

There was however another valuable clue. At the easternmost fringe of the early 
Greek world lay the island of Cyprus, which was largely Greek-speaking in classical 
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times, though early inscriptions in other languages showed that it had not always 
been wholly Greek. Down to about the third century Bc the Greeks of Cyprus had 
not used the alphabet, but a peculiar script of their own. This had been deciphered 
in the 1870s, since it was assumed to be Greek, and few short inscriptions were 
known in which the same text was given both in the later Greek alphabet and in the 
native script. Fuller details will be given in chapter 6, but it was important that here 
was a simple syllabic script used for writing Greek. Even more interesting was the 
fact that a few of the simple signs were identical with or very similar to signs in 
Linear B. Evans had already noticed that a Knossos tablet listing horses contained 
the word 4+ and that f t in the Cypriot script would read po-lo. Now polos is the 
Greek word for ‘foal’. Evans dismissed this as a coincidence, and in principle he was 
right to do so. For one thing the word is very short; a coincidence involving a longer 
word would be less easy to dismiss. To prove that Linear B was Greek would 
require a number of such coincidences, where the meaning of the word could 
already be deduced from the context. Evans was of course in any case irrevocably 
prejudiced against the Greek solution. 

Ventris started by deliberately ignoring the Cypriot clue as the point of 
departure. Observing that the formula for ‘total’ varied between F® and t ¥, he 
argued that in an inflected language this might correspond to a difference of gender, 
since one form appears with the ideogram for ‘man’, the other with the ideogram 
for ‘woman’. If the gender difference was expressed by a change in the vowel of the 
termination, then "*] and ¥ probably differed in their vowels, but had the same 
consonant. Detailed analysis of a number of such pairs of words enabled Ventris to 
build a ‘grid’, a table in which the signs sharing the same consonant were arranged 
in horizontal lines, and those sharing the same vowel in vertical columns. Once this 
stage had been reached for a fair number of signs, it was only necessary to obtain 
values for a few of the signs and it would become possible to read off the values of 
the rest. 

At this point the Cypriot clue afforded some help, but the key discovery 
concerned the groups noticed by Alice Kober. Ventris, seeing that they did not 
occur on the Pylos tablets, deduced that they might be the names of Cretan towns, 
with their adjectival variants; and since the names familiar from classical Crete are 
not of Greek origin, it was not unreasonable to suppose that they came from the 
earlier language of Crete. He was quickly able to suggest that ko-no-so was a 
spelling for what in Greek is Knosos, a-mi-ni-so was the name of its port, Amnisos, 
and a few other well-known names were identified. Up to this point the 
decipherment was still not linked to any language. But application of the values so 
obtained from the ‘grid’ to other words revealed that, for instance, the totalling 
formula would read to-so and to-sa, which bore a striking resemblance to the Greek 
word meaning ‘so much’ or ‘so many’, tosos, feminine tosd. A few other words also 
appeared which recalled Greek words of appropriate meaning. 

Ventris therefore set out to test the hypothesis that the language was Greek, not 
expecting it to lead anywhere. But as he applied his values to more and more words, 
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Greek words kept on appearing, but their spelling was nearly always incomplete, 
and the written skeleton needed to be filled out before it became intelligible as a 
Greek word. Even so, the form of the word was sometimes unfamiliar, as might be 
expected in a form of Greek far older than our earliest text, the poems of Homer. 

For example, there were tablets from Pylos listing numbers of women, clearly 
recognisable from the ideogram, together with numbers of two other items written 
in the syllabic script. It was a fair assumption that these were the words for 
‘children’, or more precisely ‘girls’ and ‘boys’. Homeric Greek has for these the 
words kourai and kouroi, but the Linear B spellings emerged as ko-wa and ko-wo. 
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5 Pylos tablet Aa 62, showing women and children 
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Only a knowledge of the etymology and early history of Greek could show that the 
original form of these words had been korwai and korwoi. The letter pronounced w 
had been lost from Homeric Greek, though it was still heard in a few dialects. But it 
was necessary to set up rules stating that r might be omitted before w, and that 
diphthongs might have their second element dropped, so that the ending might be 
read as -ai and -oi. 

It was at this point that Ventris formed an alliance with John Chadwick, a 
lecturer in Classics at Cambridge University, whose special interest was the early 
history of the Greek language. Together they worked out the rules governing the 
spelling, which will be discussed more fully in the next chapter; they were able to 
show that in many cases the archaic form of the words they reconstructed was 
supported by what was already known about the language. 

The increasing number of Greek words which appeared in promising contexts 
soon provided good evidence for the correctness of the decipherment. For instance, 
previous decipherments had sometimes yielded weird names, which their authors 
claimed as gods and goddesses; the Ventris decipherment applied to a Knossos 
tablet yielded no less than four divine names well known from Greek literature. But 
it was necessary to present these results in a scientific manner, so that any scholar 
with the skill and patience to apply the solution could see for himself the match 
between the interpreted forms and their contexts. Even where the context was itself 
Obscure, the interpretation often produced a plausible sequence of Greek words. 

All this was demonstrated in an article entitled ‘Evidence for Greek dialect in the 
Mycenaean archives', written jointly by Ventris and Chadwick and published in 
The Journal of Hellenic Studies for 1953. The theory was so unexpected, and its 
testing demanded so much technical and archaeological knowledge, that its 
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reception was at first mixed. But powerful support soon came from distinguished 
Greek scholars, and others began to contribute to the elucidation of the texts. 

But the main reason why the decipherment carried conviction was an unforeseen 
event. In the summer of 1952, almost precisely at the critical period when Ventris 
was getting the first hint of Greek words, the American excavators of Pylos, whose 
work had been interrupted in 1939 by the outbreak of the Second World War, at last 
resumed digging. More Linear B tablets were quickly found, but as they came out of 
the ground they could not easily be read, and they were carefully stored for cleaning 
and consolidation during the ensuing winter. In the spring of 1953 the leader of the 
American team, Carl Blegen, returned to Greece to work on his finds. He had been 
supplied with an advance copy of the article reporting the decipherment, which was 
still being printed. Studying his new tablets Blegen quickly noticed a large one 
which bore pictures of three-legged cauldrons. He applied the values given to the 
accompanying signs, and was astonished to read ti-ri-po-de, almost exactly the 
Greek word tripodes, which of course means ‘tripods’ and is used of cauldrons of 
this type. 

Even more remarkable was a series of vessels pictured on the same tablet with 
different numbers of loops at the top, clearly indicating the number of handles. 
Here the text revealed a word which read qe-to-ro-we accompanying the vessels 
with four handles, and one reading ti-ri-o-we-e or ti-ri-jo-we with those with three 
handles. Obviously the second word began again with tri-, the Greek form for the 
number ‘three’ in compounds; and those who knew about the history of the 
language could accept that quetro- was a possible form in very early Greek for 
‘four’. The classical form corresponding to this would be tetra-. There was even a 
pictogram of a vessel without handles; here the text read a-no-we, and Greck 
regularly has an- as a negative prefix. The second part of these words is related to 
the word for ‘ear’, which is also used in Greek to mean ‘handle’. 

As soon as the 'tripod' tablet became known, most scholars accepted the validity 
of the decipherment. The odds against a coincidence of this sort would be 
astronomical. In other tablets too, new examples were found of ideograms 





6 Pylos tablet Ta 641, showing tripod-cauldrons 


corresponding to the syllabic text. The Knossos tablet listing horses has already 
been mentioned; a new fragment joined to this gave the Greek words for ‘horses’ in 
one line and ‘asses’ in the other. Added to the word for ‘foals’ already suggested, but 
rejected, by Evans, this made three words on one tablet in close agreement with the 
evident subject. 

This did not mean that all was now plain sailing. A number of the rarer signs 
remained to be solved, and there are still a few left in this class. Some signs appeared 
to have an optional function, and the limits within which they could be used had to 
be determined. The nature of the spelling rules had to be elucidated, and the new 
dialect revealed had to be studied. The vocabulary proved, not surprisingly, to 
differ from that current a thousand years later, and only gradually has it become 
possible to suggest meanings for some of the new words. 

Some of the early difficulties turned out to be due to wrong readings of the 
originals, and a great deal of effort has gone into their study. As a result we have 
much better texts now than were available to the decipherers. In particular, the 
joining of fragments in the material from Knossos has revealed many new facts. It is 
pleasant to record that all this work has been performed by the co-operation of 
scholars all over the world. 
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3 
How the Linear B 
Script was used 


The Linear B script is now fairly well known and understood, though there are still 
many unsolved problems. It consists of three elements: syllabic signs, ideograms 
and numerals. The syllabic signs are used to spell out the phonetic shape of the 
word. The ideograms were not used as a means of writing a word, but merely as 
symbols to indicate what the numerals were counting. This means that ideograms 
are normally found only before numerals. In some cases the word describing the 
object being counted is first spelled out syllabically, and then the relevant ideogram 
is written before the numeral. The metric signs form a special class of ideograms, 
and these often occur after an ideogram specifying the commodity which is being 
measured. 

As now known in the light of the decipherment, the Linear B syllabary consists of 
87 signs. These may be divided into three classes, shown in the following tables. 

The first of these (fig. 7) is the basic syllabary, which consists of signs for the five 
vowels, and signs for each of the twelve consonants combined with each of these 
vowels. Gaps in the table may indicate that there never existed a sign for that value, 
but one or two may be absent because they are still unidentified. 

The forms shown are merely typical specimens, and there are a number of variant 
forms in use. Since we are dealing with handwriting, it is impossible to illustrate 
here all the varieties that may be encountered. There are some differences to be 
observed between the forms used at Knossos and on the mainland; but generally 
speaking the range of variation found at one site is as great as between different 
sites. 

There is also a supplementary group of signs (fig. 8), which are in some sense 
optional. They are not strictly necessary, but may be employed to give a more 
accurate spelling and so reduce the risk of misinterpretation; or they may serve as 
abbreviations, allowing one sign to do the work of two. Their use will be explained 
further below. Some of the values are marked as uncertain; this is because we do not 
yet have enough examples in recognisable words for the value to be regarded as 
certainly determined. It is probable that the unidentified signs (fig. 9) belong mainly 
to this optional class. 


The values shown must not be taken as a strict representation of the sounds; they 
are merely conventional notations, and interpretation is needed to reconstruct from 
them the spoken form. All scripts are in some sense merely an outline notation 
which the reader has to fill in for himself, and there are words in English which we 
need to recognise before we can read them correctly. But the Linear B spelling is far 
more incomplete, and the Mycenaean reader must have been left with a lot of 
guesswork in order to make intelligible words out of what he read on the tablet. 
This would be quite intolerable if the script were used as we understand writing; it 
would be very difficult to use it for letters or histories. But in fact, with one 
exception, it seems to have been used solely for writing lists and accounts; and these 
too were hardly intended to be read by anyone but the writer and his colleagues 
working in the same office. The one exception is the inscribed jars, which seem to 
record the name, and sometimes other details, of the producer of the contents. In 
these circumstances a much more abbreviated script may be acceptable. But for us, 
trying to read these texts more than three thousand years later, with no knowledge 
of the affairs of the office where they were written, the difficulties are immense, and 
it is no wonder if we have still many unsolved problems. 

The following is a brief outline of how the syllabary is used to write words in this 
early dialect of Greek; but it is not possible here to go into much detail. All the 
vowels may be treated as either short or long; there is no separate notation, as in the 
later Greek alphabet, for long e and o. Initial b- is not usually written, but there is no 
reason to think that it was not pronounced. A vowel may be ignored when two, or 
even three, signs are written to represent a syllable containing a cluster of 
consonants, as ti-ri- for tri-. The letters j and w stand for the semivowels, the sounds 
we write in English as consonantal y and w. The y sound is generally absent from 
the later Greek language, though it may have been heard as a glide between the 
vowel i and an immediately following vowel. The signs ja, je, jo, ju are used in this 
way when another vowel follows an i. But they have a second use, to indicate that 
the preceding vowel is to be read as forming part of a diphthong in -i; so the ending 
-0-jo is to be read as answering to the Homeric -oio. The letter w stands for another 
sound which disappeared from later Greek, though early inscriptions of some 
dialects write it with a letter F, which survived by a remarkable series of changes to 
become the Roman letter we still know as f. The w sound was frequently to be 
found in the Mycenaean dialect of Greek. The letter r is a convention standing for 
either r or I. 

The transcription ka, ke, ki, ko, ku is really a shorthand for any velar stop 
followed by these vowels. Greek has three velar stops, k, kh and g (written K, X and 
T in the later Greek alphabet), and the reader had to choose for himself which value 
to give the sign in any word. Likewise pa, pe, pi, etc. can stand for p, ph or b. But the 
series ta, te, ti, etc. stands only for t- or th-, and there is a separate series da, de, di, 
etc. for d-. The letter q- in transcription must be understood as kw (much like qu- in 
English queen), khw (the same with aspiration) and gw (as in Gwen). All of these 
sounds were lost before the classical period, when they were replaced according to 
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7 The basic Linear B syllabary 
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8 The optional signs of Linear B 
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context by t or p, th or ph, and d or b. Almost all classical words containing b come 
from an earlier gw, and it was facts like this which made the decipherment 
convincing to those acquainted with the history of the language. Difficult as it is for 
us, the system was no doubt clear enough to Mycenaean scribes; after all, we have 
no difficulty in giving six different values to the spelling -ough in different words 
(though, through, thought, borough, tough, cough). 

Greek has only three consonants which can stand at the end of a word: -n, -r and 
-s. The use of final -k was restricted to certain special contexts, and probably did 
not occur in Mycenaean Greek. It was therefore possible to adopt the rule that final 
consonants should be omitted in writing. The same licence was extended to these 
sounds when they occurred in the middle of a word immediately followed by 
another consonant, and the same applied to the similar sounds / and m when they 
occurred in the same position. Double consonants are not indicated by the script, 
but they doubtless existed in speech. Other clusters of consonants have to be 
written by inserting extra vowels, which were not pronounced. The vowel -i as the 
second part of a diphthong (ai, ei, oi, ui) might be omitted, though it could 
optionally be inserted using the sign for i, or before another vowel by using the signs 
ja, je, jo, ju. 

A few examples will show better how these rules work. These are isolated words, 
not a coherent text. The first line below gives the spelling as it occurs in the Linear B 
script. The second line gives the conventional transcription into syllables, separated 
by hyphens. The third line gives the phonetic form as we think it should be 
reconstructed from the syllables; letters in brackets have to be supplied by the 
reader. The fourth line gives an English translation of the word: 


9f toT ARS ¥x YH PHY f 


ka-ko pa-ka-na ti-ri-po i-je-re-ja qa-si-re-u 
kba(l)ko(s) pha(s)gana tripo(s) (h)iereia gwasileu(s) 
‘bronze’ ‘swords’ ‘tripod’ ‘priestess’ ‘chief’ 
du $e 9x PE FRA 
po-me tu-ka-te ko-wo re-wo-to-ro-ko-wo 
po(i)me(n) thugaté(r) ko(r)wo(s) lewotrokbowox(i) 
‘shepherd’ ‘daughter’ ‘boy’ *bath-pourers' 


The use of the optional signs (fig. 8) needs to be explained. Some are 
straightforward, for instance dwe, nwa and pte are used in place of spellings with 
two signs: de-we, nu-wa and pe-te. 


The sign 2; is used in place of a to denote aspiration, that is, it is equivalent to ba. 
But it is optional, and ha is also written with the simple a. For example, a;-te-ro is 
written for batero(n), ‘other’ (classical Greek beteron). But unlike later Greek this 
Mycenaean dialect used -5- between vowels in the middle of a word, and we have 
spellings like pa-we-a, (as well as pa-we-a) for pharweha (classical phare), ‘cloaks’. 
The sign a; is used only at the beginning of words and has the value ai-, as in a4-ku- 
pi-ti-jo, a man's name, Aiguptio(s), ‘the Egyptian’. au is also restricted to the initial 
position; au-ro is for aulo(i), ‘pipes’ (in this context, some part of a chariot). 

The sign pz; normally has the value phu; pu-te-re is phutére(s), ‘planters’. The 
exact values of ra; and ro; are disputed, but they were probably in origin rya and 
ryo, though by the date of our documents they may have advanced to rra, (lla) and 
rro, (Ilo). ra; has the value rai (lai); e-ra;-wo is elaiwo(n) (classical elaion), ‘olive- 
oil'. 

The signs with the conventional values za, ze, zo pose a problem. The 
transcription was adopted because in many cases the corresponding classical words 
have the spelling Z, but at that date this letter had the value zd. There is good reason 
to think that in Mycenaean times these words were pronounced with the group 
reversed dz; so to-pe-za is to(r)pedza (classical trapezda), ‘table’. But in other 
words z- appears to stand for ts, a group that was eliminated from all classical forms 
of Greek. 

This difficulty is a good example of the kind of problems which arise as the result 
of our ignorance of this dialect of archaic Greek. If we had alphabetic spellings of 
the same date, it would be much easier to reconstruct the Mycenaean form. We can 
only do this by comparing the Mycenaean spelling with the alphabetic form of the 
same word, which may be as much as a thousand years later, and will in many cases 
have altered a great deal in the interval. In some cases we also need to take into 
account what we know of the earlier history of the word from a comparison of 
cognate words in other early languages. To take a very complicated case, the 
syllabic spelling i-go can be reconstructed as (b)i(k)kwo(i), ‘horses’, partly on the 
evidence of classical hippoi, but also of Latin equi and Sanskrit asvab. Although 
Linear B has answered some of our questions about Greek words, it has also left us 
with a lot of new ones. 

It is quite certain that the Linear B script was borrowed from the earlier Linear A 
of Minoan Crete; this will be discussed in Chapter 5. Many of the signs are identical 
or very nearly so; but some are rather different in form, and there are some which 
appear in one script but not the other. Where and when the borrowing took place is 
unknown, but we have reason to think it may have been much earlier than the date 
of the Linear B tablets we have preserved. But this does not mean that even when the 
signs are the same, the values were necessarily also similar, though this is probably 
true in many cases. One reason for this is that in the course of time the 
pronunciation of words changes, and although sometimes a new spelling is 
introduced, there is a tendency to keep the old spelling but to give it the new value. 
Some of the appalling confusion of modern English spelling is due to this. In rather 
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the same way, the Greeks may have modified the values of the signs that they took 
over from the Minoans; and we cannot be sure that they did not take the signs for 
which they had no use and give them totally unrelated values. Only a full 
decipherment of Linear A will resolve this question. 

The difficulties in interpreting Linear B are not confined to those associated with 
the reconstruction of the phonetic forms. The ‘Greek’ of the Mycenaean period is 
quite certainly Greek, but it is far older than any other Greek known to us. The 
earliest alphabetic inscriptions belong to the eighth century Bc, and our earliest 
literary source, the epic poems of Homer, were probably composed at the end of 
that same century. For some Mycenaean words we can only compare much later 
spellings. It is inevitable that between the end of the Mycenaean period, at the 
beginning of the twelfth century, and the time of Homer the language will have 
undergone drastic changes, not merely in pronunciation, but in the grammar and 
vocabulary. 

We can classify the changes which languages undergo during the course of time 
into three types. We may find words which have changed their pronunciation. So in 
Greek the word for ‘son’ which was in Mycenaean korwos had become by the time 
of Homer kouros; gwasileus, ‘chief’, had become basileus; newos, ‘new’, had 
become neos; lewotrokhowoi, ‘bath-pourers’, had become loutrokhooi; dleukos, 
‘new wine’, had become gleukos, and so on. 

When we turn to grammar, we find changes have taken place in the inflexions. 
Mycenaean regularly has genitive endings in -0io, a poetic variant preserved by 
Homer, but replaced by -ou in standard Greek. It has a dative case in -ei, where later 
Greek uses -i; di-we is the dative of Zeus, Diwei for classical Dit. The verb has a 
third person singular ending in the middle (or passive) voice -toi instead of -tai; 
eukhetoi for eukbetai, ‘vows’. Some of our unsolved problems may be due to 
difficulties of this kind. 

We may also encounter lexical changes. Over such a long period words tend to 
change their meanings, and new words have then to be found to express the original 
concept. Classical Greek has two words for ‘king’, basileus and anax, but the 
second of these is only used in poetic language, so it was known to be archaic. 
Mycenaean has wanax, the same word as anax, as its ordinary word for ‘king’; but 
the equivalent of basileus is used in a wider sense, more like the English ‘chief’. The 
Mycenaean word for ‘wheel’ is harmo, but the same word in the form harma means 
‘chariot’ in later Greek, a development rather like our use of wheels to mean a 
vehicle. The Mycenaean word for ‘chariot’ is hikkwia, literally ‘the horse-(vehicle)’, 
a word which disappeared from later Greek. Undoubtedly many other words died 
out in the gap between Mycenaean and our later texts; one reason for this may be 
the progress of technology, for new processes often demand new words. Similarly 
changes in political institutions call for the introduction of a new vocabulary. 

Thus the interpretation of a Mycenaean word is hardly possible without a 
detailed knowledge of the history of the Greek language; it is little use looking up a 
classical lexicon to find the meaning of Mycenaean forms. There are, not 


surprisingly, still a number of words whose meaning we do not know for sure, 
though in some cases we can deduce from the context the approximate meaning. 

When we turn to the ideograms, we have problems of quite a different kind. Some 
of these, as shown earlier, are recognisable at first sight. Others have become clear 
by identifying the contexts in which they were used. For example, one which 
appears with the Greek word for ‘cloth’ (fig. 10) was probably in origin a picture of 
an upright loom with weights at the bottom to keep the warp under tension. This 
identification is further confirmed by its association with the sign for ‘wool’, and 
this in turn is associated with the sign for ‘sheep’ (fig. 11). 
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10 Some Linear B ideograms for commodities 


Things like grain and liquids cannot of course be drawn recognisably, so the signs 
were probably intended as pictures of the plants which produced them. The signs 
for ‘wheat’ and ‘barley’ had in Linear B become merely conventional, but we can 
trace their origin back to Linear A, and there we find forms which look much more 
like the plants. Similarly ‘wine’ pictures a vine growing on a trellis, and ‘olive oil’ 
was probably to begin with a picture of an olive tree. 

The domestic animals too are merely conventional forms, as they appear in 


Linear B (fig. 11). 
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11 Ideograms for domestic animals 


The male sex is indicated by two cross-bars on the upright, the female sex by a 
divided upright; but the male forms are often used for the species as a whole, and 
may in some cases stand for castrated males. Any of these signs may be 
accompanied by syllabic signs used as abbreviations to denote special types, such as 
young, old, last year’s and so on. 
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In some cases syllabic signs are used alone as ideograms. Some of these are 
straightforward abbreviations of Greek words; for instance, the word o-pe-ro 
meaning ‘deficit’, is often abbreviated to o. But others (fig. 12) are more interesting, 
since the syllabic value does not occur in the Greek name. These were probably 
taken over from Linear A, where the sound may have been that of the initial syllable 
of the name in the pre-Greek language of Crete. In fact, this is probably how the 
syllabary was invented, by using the pictogram of an object for the initial syllable of 
its name in that language. 


T ni FIGS 
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OX 
12 Syllabic signs also used as ideograms 


The case of ‘wool’ (fig. 13), however, is more complicated. The skin of an animal 
may be roughly drawn, and then a syllabic sign inserted to suggest the Greek word; 
thus an ox-hide bears the sign for wi standing for wrinos, ‘ox-hide’. But ‘wool’ 
belongs to the category of things which cannot be drawn recognisably. The solution 
chosen here goes back to Linear A; there two syllabic signs, ma and ru, were 
combined to form a ligature, presumably because this represented the name of 
‘wool’ in that language. 
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13 The signs for ‘wool’ in Linear A and Linear B 


Now it is probably no accident that Greek has a word mallos meaning ‘flock of 
wool', which might well be borrowed from this pre-Greek language. But the 
ideogram of Linear B is no longer recognisable as a ligature, though it is very close 
to the syllabic sign ma. 

But the principle of inventing an ideogram by stringing two or three syllabic signs 
together remained valid. We have several examples of this in Linear B, where the 
words are Greek and sometimes appear in syllabic spelling in the context (fig. 14). 
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T me-ri = meli *honey' 
d a-re-pa — aleiphar ‘ointment’ 
$ tu-ro, =turoi ‘cheeses’ 


14 Syllabic signs of ligatures 


The metric signs are a special type of ideogram. There are three series; for weight, 
dry measure and liquid measure. The Mycenaeans must have also had a system of 
linear measure, but no trace of this appears in our documents. 

Heavy materials such as bronze or lead are measured by the largest units of the 
system of weights; the smallest are used for such things as saffron. The signs and 
their relationships are shown in fig. 14. 


$ x6 
= & x12 
= $ x30 
= Ww 


15 TheLinear B system of weights 


The highest unit is clearly a picture of a pair of scales, and probably stands for the 
talent, the major unit of weight throughout antiquity. Its value varied widely, and 
until a satisfactory series of weights is found on a Mycenaean site we cannot hope to 
obtain a precise value. But there is reason to think that it was very roughly around 
30kg. The talent was divided into sixty minas, so the second largest unit, which has 
a double sign, was almost certainly a double-mina. The other units do not seem to 
correspond to those in later use. If the value for the talent suggested is about right, 
the smallest unit will come out at around 3-5g. 

The two systems of measurement of volume agree in their two lowest units. The 
next up is the same size in both systems, but has a different sign, which implies a 
different name. There is no sign for the highest unit in either system, but it is simply 
represented by the ideogram for the commodity directly followed by the numeral. 
Fig. 16 shows the two systems: 
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DRY MEASURE LIQUID MEASURE 
S x4 X2 x4 
= b x 6 = p x6 
= T x10 = J x3 
= T (WHEAT) = RI (WINE) 


16 The volumetric systems of Linear B 


The two lowest units stand in the same relationship as the classical kotyle and 
khoinix, but the higher ones are different. The determination of their values is much 
harder than in the case of the weights. No measuring vessels have been reliably 
identified from any Mycenacan site. The size of the smallest unit probably lies 
between 0-2 and 0-41., and there is some reason to prefer a value near the top of this 
range. This will give a major unit of up to 961. in dry measure, or 291. in liquid. The 
difference is probably due to the fact that a litre of wine weighs more than a litre of 
grain. The highest units may well represent the maximum load an average man 
could carry. 
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4 
The Tablets as 


Historical Documents 


The excavation of palaces in the Near East has revealed immense archives of 
tablets, far larger and more detailed than anything we have from Mycenaean 
Greece. But there have also been found among them annals, if not real histories, 
diplomatic correspondence, treaties, and even literary and religious texts. Linear B 
has produced nothing of the kind, and it may be doubted if the writing system was 
adequate to serve such purposes; it appears to have been devised solely as a means of 
keeping records, a way of extending the collective memory of the administrators. 

Another major difference is that, unlike the Near Eastern tablets, Mycenaean 
tablets were never deliberately baked; they were accidentally baked in the fires that 
destroyed the buildings where they were kept, and in the absence of a fire no records 
survive. This means that at any one site we have only such tablets as were stored 
there at the time of the destruction. Moreover, there is a remarkable absence of 
dates on the tablets; only a small proportion have the name of a month, and years 
are only mentioned in such formulas as ‘last year’ or ‘this year’. This implies that the 
tablets were rarely kept for more than a year; indeed, it seems likely that every 
winter the records of the past year were scrapped and a new collection begun. It is of 
course possible that on this occasion an abstract was transferred to some more 
expensive, but perishable, writing material; but if so, we have no trace of it. 

It would seem at first sight almost impossible to glean any historical information 
from such records, and we must admit we know nothing about such matters as the 
names of kings or the lengths of their reigns. But within the limits imposed by the 
nature of the documents, it is possible to make some firm deductions and at least to 
advance hypotheses to explain the records. It is obvious that each tablet recorded 
a fact which was meaningful to the writer. Without his knowledge of the 
circumstances in which the tablet was written, we may find the record meaningless; 
but if we can conjecture the circumstances, we may be able to offer some 
explanation, or choose between different possible interpretations. 

An example may help to explain this. Among the Pylos tablets is a large 
document (fig. 17) recording contributions of bronze from thirty-two officials all 
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17 Pylos tablet Jn 829, 
listing contributions of bronze 





over the kingdom. This bronze is described by a word which might mean *of ships' 
or *of temples'. The fact that some of the districts named are known to lie inland 
means that the official would be unlikely to have available ‘ship bronze’, whatever 
that might be. But temples, or rather small shrines, must have existed in all the 
major centres of population, and in later times we know that these were regularly 
furnished with vessels and other implements of bronze. Thus ‘temple bronze’ is the 
more likely interpretation, and this strongly suggests that the king was so short of 
metal he was demanding the surrender of temple property to help the war effort. 
A further clue to the interpretation of the tablets is the possibility of grouping 
them into series. Very many tablets are exceedingly brief and laconic; in this they 
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resemble single cards extracted from a card index, and they become meaningful 
only if we can reconstruct the file to which they belong. Some of these series were 
easily recognisable, especially by the ideograms they use, so that we could group 
together those listing, for instance, men, women, grain, oil, wine and other goods. 
But we can go further with this analysis, and here the study of handwriting has 
proved a valuable clue. As a rule, all the tablets belonging to the same file were 
-written by the same scribe, while another superficially similar file was compiled by 
a different scribe. We can thus sometimes reconstruct the whole files, or rather 
baskets, into which the tablets were originally sorted; and the study of a whole file is 
infinitely more revealing than that of a single brief tablet. Of course tablets may well 
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be missing from the file, and many that we have are damaged, so that our 
information is inevitably incomplete. 

The tablets from Mycenae, Tiryns and Thebes are still too few to yield much 
useful information, but at least we can verify that they disclose the same sort of 
organisation as the two major archives, those of Pylos and Knossos. Generally 
speaking, the Pylos tablets are better organised and thus easier to interpret than 
those of Knossos; this might be due to their date, if the Knossos ones are really a 
century or more earlier. But despite differences it is clear that the system of 
administration was broadly similar in both kingdoms, and such evidence as we have 
from the other sites fits the picture we can build here. 

We need of course to look at the tablets in the light of what we know of the 
geography of the region, and in some cases we can compare the records with the 
direct evidence of archaeology. But this has limits: for instance, most agricultural 
products leave little trace which can be detected archaeologically, and here the 
tablets can supply crucial information. There is, for example, nothing in the 
archaeological record of the south-west Peloponnese to suggest that flax was here 
an important crop. But the Pylos tablets reveal a highly organised textile industry 
based on flax; and this is strikingly confirmed by the fact that in modern times also 
much flax has been produced in this area. 

The Pylos tablets confirm that Pylos (pu-ro) was the Mycenaean name of the site; 
but among the other place names there are few which can be located on the map. 
This is because in the period immediately following the destruction of the Palace 
around 1200 sc, the whole south-western Peloponnese seems to have suffered an 
abrupt decline in population. Thus many of the sites mentioned on the tablets were 
probably uninhabited for a time, and if they were later re-occupied, they then 
acquired new names. But there are a number of clues which enable us to guess the 
approximate location of the more important names. For instance, a number of 
names are listed as the location of coastguard units or as supplying rowers for the 
fleet; such place names must obviously be situated on or near the coast. There is also 
a standard order in which the major districts are listed; if we can relate that to the 
geography, we can deduce approximately where some of the areas must be. 

We can now determine fairly accurately the limits of the kingdom administered 
by Pylos. It was divided into a Hither Province; the broad strip of habitable land 
down the west coast, and a Further Province, across the mountains in the fertile 
plain of Messenia. Each province was divided into districts, each of which had a 
governor and his deputy in charge. These sixteen districts are all listed on the tablet 
illustrated in fig. 17, together with the contributions of bronze required from the 
governor and deputy governor of each. 

At Knossos the situation is a little better. Apart from Knossos itself (ko-no-so), 
we can recognise the names of Amnisos, its harbour, Phaistos, the major site in the 
south of the island, Lyktos a little further to the east, and Kydonia (the modern 
Khania) in the far west. There are a number of other names which may be the early 
form of known Cretan towns. There is a mention of Mount Dikte, already 


associated with the worship of Zeus. But the picture that has emerged seems to 
exclude the eastern end of the island, and the kingdom of Knossos seems to have 
been based on the main central section with some sort of control extending to the 
western end only. 

At neither site is the king mentioned by name; we have only the title ‘the king’ 
(wa-na-ka). He had an important officer who may have been his second-in- 
command, perhaps the chief of the army. His court was composed of officers called 
‘Followers’ (e-qe-ta), or as we might say ‘Companions’. 

Some tablets appear to record large quantities of wheat; but it is clear that most 
of these documents are really lists of persons holding land, which is measured in 
seed-corn. The holders of land clearly had obligations to fulfil in return for their 
holding, for we have notes that some of them had not met their obligations; these 
probably included military service in time of war. 

There was no currency in use, but the Palace appears to have paid its workers in 
kind. Two files of tablets at Pylos list women workers who receive rations of wheat 
and figs (fig. 18). Some of'the women are domestics, such as the ‘bath-pourers’ 
already mentioned, who were probably responsible for the functions discharged in 
modern times by plumbing. But the majority seem to have been workers in the 
textile industry, producing woollen and linen cloth of various kinds. Other 
tradesmen are listed as receiving quantities of food and drink. 





18 Pylos tablet Ab 573, listing sixteen women of Miletus, with three girls and seven 
boys, and a ration of wheat and figs 


At Knossos something like a third of all the tablets in the archive are concerned 
with sheep and wool. Each card in the file records the name of the person 
responsible for the flock, its location, size and in some cases make-up. Other files 
record the difference between the actual numbers and the nominal strength, most 
being a round hundred. Yet other tablets record the wool clip, showing deficiencies 
below the target figure. In Crete at least the production of wool was highly 
organised; and there too the Palace controlled groups of female workers, who spun 
the yarn, wove and decorated the cloth. The linen industry was a speciality of the 
Pylos area. 

These women are not specifically called ‘slaves’, but their status can hardly have 
been much higher. Other workers are specifically called by this title, but perhaps the 
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distinction between slave and free was not so rigidly drawn as in later Greece. There 
are also slaves (or servants) of various deities, but some of these seem to have been 
of higher status. 

Wheat and barley both figure prominently on the tablets. Other agricultural 
produce listed includes figs, olives, olive oil and wine, all still staple items in the diet 
of the Greek peasant. Apart from sheep, we have records of goats, pigs and oxen; 
but oxen are not numerous, and seem to have been largely used for traction. This is 
surely true of the tablets at Knossos which list yokes of oxen, giving not only the 
name of their driver but actually those of the oxen too. 





19 Knossos tablet Ch 897, showing the name of an ox-driver and his two charges 


Many series of tablets are concerned with manufactured goods, either listed as in 
the Palace storerooms or as being produced for the Palace. There was a system by 
which raw materials were issued to workers, and a careful record was kept of the 
quantities cach received. This is clearly seen at Pylos, where bronze was allotted to 
groups of smiths, whose names were listed, though what they were required to 
make with it is not given. The contributions of ‘temple bronze’ mentioned above 
are specifically said to be for points for javelins and spears. Weapons as well as tools 
must have been an important part of the production. 
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20 Knossos tablet Sd 4403, with a description of three chariot-bodies 


At Knossos we have detailed descriptions of chariots, a regular piece of military 
equipment at that time. Some of them are elaborately decorated, painted red and 
inlaid with ivory. The wheels are listed separately; they are described as made of 
elm or willow, but some have bronze or even silver fittings. 





21 Knossos tablet So 4439, listing three pairs and one single wheel made of willow 


There are also records of body armour, though the material it is made of is not 
specified. A complete set of bronze armour has been found in a tomb of Mycenaean 
date, but it would seem that the type listed at Pylos was made of some material such 
as linen or leather with bronze plates sewn on to reinforce it. Fig. 22 shows a Pylos 
tablet recording five pairs of old corslets, each with twenty large and ten small 
plates, and with four plates for the helmet and two for cheek-pieces. *Old' probably 
means no more than ‘not newly made’. 





22 Pylos tablet Sh 740, showing armour 


There are lists of leather goods mentioning equipment such as harness and 
trappings for horses, and listing the skins of deer as well as of domestic animals. 
Some of these were used for making footwear. 

In many ways the most interesting document is a set of tablets from Pylos which 
begins with a heading stating that these objects were inspected when a certain 
important official was appointed by the king. The list begins with vessels, probably 
of bronze, which are described by their decoration; among them are six tripod- 
cauldrons. One of these tablets, where the drawing of a three-legged vessel is clear, 
was mentioned above as having proved the validity of the decipherment. There are 
also fire-rakes and tongs, axes and swords. But the list then goes on to describe a 
collection of furniture. There are ‘thrones’, i.e. formal chairs of state, decorated 
with ivory, lapis lazuli and gold, and a larger number of stools, possibly foot-stools, 
but perhaps also used as seats, equally decorated. Then there is a collection of ten 
tables, all described in detail and elaborately decorated. The translation of these 
descriptions is difficult, but there is no doubt that this is a sumptuous collection of 
precious items. The whole list must be an inventory of a palace storeroom for 
valuables. 

It is surprising that although there was plenty of evidence found in the excavation 
of the Palace at Pylos to show that no expense had been spared on its construction 
and decoration, hardly any portable objects of value were found in it. This strongly 
suggests that before the disastrous fire which destroyed it, the Palace had been 
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deliberately stripped of valuable goods. This would happen if it had been captured 
by a raiding party, looted and then set on fire. We are therefore justified in asking 
whether the Pylos tablets give any indication of a state of emergency. 

There is no direct evidence, but a number of documents offer indirect evidence, 
which, taken together, certainly constitute a proof that Pylos was expecting an 
attack coming from the sea. The most telling is a series of tablets which records the 
establishment of a coastguard organisation. Some have argued that in default of 
information about regular practice, this cannot be regarded as proof of an 
emergency. It would nevertheless be very remarkable if a kingdom of this size could 
in normal times produce a force of some eight hundred men to keep watch on the 
coastline. It is clearly not a defensive force, since there are about a hundred miles of 
coastline, so the force works out at, on average, one man for each 220 yds; and it 
would be absurd to split the force up into small units, some of only ten men. 

Fig. 23 shows the first of five similar tablets dealing with this subject. The first 
line is a heading which translates: ‘As follows the watchers are guarding the coastal 


23 Pylos tablet An 657, showing 
the coastguard organisation 








area.' Then the commands of two officers are described, giving the force at their 
disposal and their location together with the names of their subordinate officers. 
Eight other commands are listed on the other four tablets of the series. In the case of 
the second command on this tablet (line 6) it is known that the two men named as 
the commander and his first subordinate are almost certainly the governor and vice- 
governor of one of the districts in the north of the kingdom. The men under their 
command are described partly as natives of a particular town, but also by proper 
names which sound like non-Greek tribal or ethnic names. The men used for this 
purpose may therefore not have been full citizens. 

At the end of the tablet we have an entry stating that a certain ‘Follower’, an 
officer of the royal court, was with them. These Followers are rather curiously 
distributed among the districts, and they seem to be concentrated in the area nearest 
to the Palace. It is therefore a fair guess that they were in fact in command of the 
military forces in each area, and the army has been stationed where it is best placed 
to repel attacks on the main centres of population. 
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A defensive system based on the coast must obviously envisage an attack from the 
sea, but there is no indication who the expected enemy might be. There are in fact 
only two reasonable routes by which a land force could attack: either coming down 
the west coast, where there is a pass which could fairly easily be held, or by a much 
more difficult route through the mountains of Arcadia. We should therefore expect 
the Pylians to have manned their fleet, so when we find a document recording about 
six hundred men who are to serve as rowers, it is reasonable to infer that this is the 
expected mobilisation of the ships. There is even another tablet which records that 
small numbers of those due to serve in the fleet have been excused. 

Another piece of evidence has already been mentioned, the document (fig. 17) 
recording the collection of temple bronze from every district in the kingdom. This is 
specifically said to be ‘for points for javelins and spears’, that is to say, scrap metal 
was being requisitioned for the making of armaments. Another document, which is 
hardly likely to be a normal demand, records the payment of large quantities of gold 
by local governors and other important officials; the tablet is damaged and some of 
the figures are lost, but the total comes to the astonishing sum of more than five kg. 
Wealth on this scale can hardly have been requisitioned annually; it only makes 
sense if this is a ‘one-off levy for the war. 

But the most striking document is that shown in fig. 24. Religious offerings are 
quite a common type of entry, since the Palace was obviously responsible for 
maintaining the local shrines. We have lists from Knossos of the issue of olive oil, 
honey and other goods to various addresses, one of which is the celebrated cave of 
Eileithyia at Amnisos, well known both from Homer and its archaeological finds. 
There are similar mentions at Pylos of perfumed oils being sent to addresses, some 
of which are clearly religious institutions. But the tablet discussed here is unique. 

It was, as the illustration shows, written on both sides. This is unusual, though on 
occasion a scribe, having miscalculated the length of his text, does allow it to run 
over onto the back or even the edge. Generally, however, a second tablet is written 
to contain the surplus. What is worse, the scribe here began his draft with blank 
lines which were never filled. Moreover, there are signs of erasure all over thetablet, 
and it looks as if it was originally written, then deleted and re-used for the present 
text. What is now the beginning is written on what was originally the back of the 
tablet. Even when he wrote the final text, the scribe made obvious mistakes, since in 
writing formulas that occur several times he omitted signs which are clearly needed. 
What he wrote is in places exceedingly difficult to read, and this is not entirely due 
to subsequent damage to the tablet. Altogether the impression given is that of a 
hasty draft, and had the tablet been stored in the archive room for any length of 
time, we should have expected a clean copy to have been made, so that this could be 
destroyed. Since it was not, we may well assume it to have been written in the last 
days, if not hours, before the Palace was destroyed. 

It begins with a date and a place; it is a place name we only know from the tablets, 
but it is probably the name of the district within which the Palace lay, since the 
name 'PYLOS' is written six times in large signs at the left. The formula used is not 
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24 Pylos tablet Tn 316, written on both sides, obviously badly drafted and incomplete 


wholly clear, but it refers to the bringing of gifts and an unknown word, which 
seems to mean something like ‘victims’. Then after each repetition of the 
introductory formula we have a list of deities, some familiar such as Zeus, Hera and 
Hermes, but also including many more obscure names and titles. Each entry ends 
with a pictogram showing a cup or other vessel, preceded by the ideographic sign 
for 'gold' and followed by the numeral 1. Each deity is receiving a gold vessel, and 
since there are no less than thirteen of them, this can hardly be a regular ritual. The 
scribe began by drawing each cup differently, but as he went on he tired of this and 
used a simple conventional outline. But in nine of the entries the gold cup is 
followed by the mention of a human being; most often one woman, but once two 
women, and twice one man. The women are associated with female deities, the men 
with male ones. Whether these unlucky people were to be human sacrifices or 
merely given over to divine service we cannot be sure; but since early Greek legends 
often refer to human sacrifice, we cannot suppose it was unknown at this period. 
There is also some archaeological evidence from other sites which points the same 
way. But if it was a sacrifice of ten human beings at once, it surely suggests an 
extreme emergency. This ceremony was probably being planned in a last-minute 
attempt to invoke divine aid, and perhaps the blow fell before it could be carried 
out. 
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Linear A 


Sir Arthur Evans distinguished three types of script used in Crete during the 
Bronze Age. The latest of these, Linear B, has been deciphered as already shown, 
but some account must be given of the earlier scripts, although these are not yet 
fully deciphered. Evans named these ‘pictographic’ or ‘hieroglyphic’ from a 
superficial resemblance to the hieroglyphic script of Egypt, and Linear A, because 
in this the pictograms of the earlier form had been reduced to simple outlines. 

Generally speaking hieroglyphic inscriptions are earlier than the Linear A 
examples; but there is a much more striking difference in the material on which 
they usually appear. By far the largest number of hieroglyphic inscriptions are on 
seal-stones or sealings; only rarely are they found incised with a stylus on clay. 
Linear À is used either on clay tablets or on objects made of hard materials such as 
stone or metal. We are probably right in regarding Linear A as a later 
development of hieroglyphic, but the line between them is sometimes hard to 
discern. 





25 The four faces of a seal from near Lyttos 


The number of Linear A inscriptions known is still relatively small, a fraction of 
the number in Linear B. Moreover, a comparison based upon the number of signs 
rather than documents increases the disproportion, since so many Linear A 
documents are short or ill-preserved. It is therefore not surprising that much less 
progress has been made towards the decipherment of Linear A. 

The largest collection of Linear A clay tablets comes from the Minoan palace of 
Haghia Triada, very close to Phaistos, in the south of Crete. But tablets or frag- 
ments of tablets have been found all over the island, and we can assume that this 
script was in general use for accounting purposes in Crete. So far as the evidence 
goes, it appears to represent the same language wherever found. Scraps of tablets 
have also been found in two of the Aegean islands to the north, Melos and Kea. 

The same script has been found incised on portable objects of stone, pottery or 
metal. Here too the distribution is widespread in Crete, and there is a vessel from 
Thera in the south Aegean. A few inscriptions have been claimed for mainland 
Greece, or more remote areas; these are all too short for real certainty, and we can 
safely conclude that Linear A was the script of the Minoan civilisation of Crete and 
its Overseas possessions, thus probably including at least the southern Aegean. 

The chronological limits are not easy to define, but ‘hieroglyphic’ inscriptions 
are not earlier than the Middle Minoan period (roughly 1900—1600 ac). Towards 
the end of this period the more simplified forms appear, and Linear A was probably 
evolved around the eighteenth century. It continued in use until the collapse of the 
Minoan civilisation in the middle of the fifteenth century. Attempts made to date 
any Linear A document after this have so far proved vain. 

The direction of the script is, so far as can be determined, from left to right. But a 
few signs are occasionally written reversed as in a mirror, and this suggests that it 
may perhaps at one time have been used also in the right-to-left direction. 

It is immediately obvious that the Linear A script is very closely related to Linear 
B. The signary is of roughly the same size, and it is used in a similar way. Many of 
` the signs are identifiable with corresponding Linear B ones, though there are some 
which are unknown to Linear B, and some Linear B signs have no clear ancestors in 
Linear A. The ideograms too are very similar, so that we can usually form a good 
idea of the contents of a Linear A tablet. The numerical system is the same, though 
less formally arranged; the tens may be written as heavy dots as well as bars. There 
is a major difference in the system of measurement, for although some of the metric 
signs of Linear B recur, they do not fall into the same patterns. Indeed it is clear the 
Linear A had a system of fractions, where Linear B uses the next lower unit in the 
system; but owing to the lack of sufficient well preserved texts, it is still impossible 
to give values to most of the signs in this class. 

There is a certain crudity in presentation to be seen on Linear A tablets which 
contrasts with the tidier habits of Linear B scribes. Most Linear A tablets are of page 
shape, but are much smaller than most Linear B tablets of this type. The lines of 
writing are not usually divided by horizontal lines; and what is worse, separate 
entries are not tabulated by starting each on a new line. The scribes felt no difficulty 
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in breaking a word at the end of a line, or putting the relevant numeral at the 
beginning of the next line. It is therefore much more difficult to analyse the pattern 
of entries, or even to see where one ends and the next begins. But it is clear that the 
nature and purpose of most tablets was similar to those of the Linear B variety; they 
are accounts of men and women, animals and produce, of much the same type, even 
if less detailed. 

It is tempting to suppose that we can give the signs the values of the 
corresponding ones in Linear B. It would after all be perverse to borrow a script, but 
then to give the signs totally new values. So we should expect most of the signs 
common to both scripts to have the same, or similar, values. But the analogy of 
modern alphabets warns us of the danger in taking this approach too far. Some of 
the letters of the Cyrillic alphabet used for Russian look like English ones; but we 
know that B, C, P, X and Y, for example, have different values in the Cyrillic script. 
Since we know the values in both scripts, and we can trace their history over a long 
period, these differences can be explained. But if we knew nothing of the values in 
Cyrillic, it would be very difficult to correct the false ideas we should have gained 
from English. 

It was therefore necessary to test the assumption of similar values and see if they 
could be proved or disproved. There is not enough evidence to complete the proof; 
but so far as it goes the results are encouraging. The same word seems in certain 
cases to be spelled either with initial a- or initial ja-; not only are the sounds very 
much alike, but we have a similar alternation in Linear B. Many ofthe entries on the 
tablets are clearly personal names; if they are decoded on the Linear B model, we 
find a number which are almost identical with names found on the Knossos Linear 
B tablets. It might be expected that some of the names in use in Minoan Crete would 
have survived the Greek conquest. Significantly, those ending in -u in Linear A often 
appear in Linear B ending in -o, a change which may well be due to fitting a foreign 
name into a Greek declensional type. In fact the vowel o has a much lower, and 4a 
much higher frequency than in Linear B. 

Since the structure of most tablets is very similar to that familiar in Linear B, we 
can apply the same methods to the decipherment. A tablet from the south Cretan 
site of Haghia Triada will show the possibilities (fig. 26). 

The analysis of this tablet is not difficult. The first line is a heading, very likely a 
place name. The second line begins with a sign identical to the Linear B ideogram 
for *wine'. Then follows an isolated sign, which appears to mean something like 
‘paid out’, or ‘issued’. After this comes a list of six words, probably personal names, 
each followed by a numeral, presumably therefore specifying the amout of wine 
each received. There is a sign after some numerals which must indicate the fraction 
$ Some of the figures are slightly damaged, but they can probably be restored as: 54, 
56, 273, 171, 19, 5. The last line has a word (made up of two signs) which regularly 
appears on tablets in this position, followed by the numeral 1304 Since this is the 
total of the preceding figures, the word before it must effectively mean ‘total’, ‘so 
much' or the like. 





26 Haghia Triada tablet 13 27 Haghia Triada tablet 85, side a 


In fig. 27 we have a very similar list, but the commodity counted is, apparently, 
men, since the first line ends with the ideogram for ‘man’. The seven separate entries 
may be place names or descriptive titles, or even persons to whom the groups of 
men are assigned. Again the total is given with the same formula as in the previous 
example. Unfortunately many of the tablets are fragmentary or damaged, and their 
interpretation is thus less certain. 

But there is one deduction which is immediately possible: the language cannot be 
Greek. The word for ‘total’, if transcribed with the Linear B values, comes out as 
ku-ro, which is not only quite different from the Linear B to-so, but cannot be 
reconstructed as any Greek word of suitable meaning. There are only a few words 
like this, the meaning of which can be deduced from the context; and although 
attempts have been made to connect these with words in other languages, especially 
Semitic, no convincing set of parallels has yet been demonstrated. We need more 
texts, especially more detailed ones, if we are to make much more progress here. 

But we do also have inscriptions of a type not so far found in Linear B, those on 
movable objects. Many of these are what the archaeologists call ‘libation tables’, 
large stone dishes apparently used for offerings to deities. There are also 
inscriptions on metal objects. These have a quite different structure from the 
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tablets. There are usually no ideograms and no numerals to give a clue to the subject 
matter. The parallel of classical Greek inscriptions on similar objects suggests that 
these are religious dedications. They probably record the name of the deity to 
whom they are offered, that of the donor, and sometimes other details like the 
reason for making the offering. A number of inscriptions repeat the same words, 
but which are divine names and which dedicatory formulas is still not clear. 


28 Stone ladle from Troullos 





A stone ladle from Troullos (fig. 28) is a good example. The first word reappears 
in various forms at the beginning of inscriptions on other objects, such as libation 
tables. The right-hand edge begins with a word which, if we apply the Linear B 
values, reads ja-sa-sa-ra-me. The word a-sa-sa-ra, with a- replacing ja-, recurs on a 
number of such inscriptions, and has been suspected of being a divine name or title. 

A silver pin from Platanos also has an inscription of the same votive type, but the 
newly discovered gold pin (fig. 29) does not repeat any of the regular formulas and 
therefore remains obsure. 


PUE 4: (x BA» Agrip v BE X 


29 A gold pin of unknown origin (now in Haghios Nikolaos Museum) 


Lastly we may notice a few incised inscriptions on vessels, the most notable of 
which is an enormous jar, some five feet high, which has an inscription written in 
two lines running between the handles. It was found in the Minoan palace of Kato 
Zakros on the east coast of Crete. The interesting feature here is that the inscription 
begins with the sign for ‘wine’ followed by the numeral ‘32’. If this indicates the 
capacity and means that it was intended for storing wine, this would certainly 
provide for a heroic drinking-party, but the second line begins with a variant form 
of the dedicatory formula, so the meaning of the whole text still remains unclear. 
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6 
The Cypriot Connection 


It has long been known that the island of Cyprus, standing on the eastern edge of 
the Greck world, had a script of its own in use during the classical period. Its 
decipherment was made easy by the discovery of a number of short inscriptions 
giving the same text in the local script and in the Greek alphabet. This revealed 
that the local dialect of the Greek language was written by means of a simple 
syllabic script, of the same type as that used in Linear B. A connection between it 
and the ‘Minoan’ script was suggested by Evans as early as 1894, and he later 
proposed that the Bronze Age script of Cyprus should be known as Cypro- 
Minoan. However, only a few short inscriptions of this date were known until 
fragments of large clay tablets were found at the site of Enkomi, on the east coast of 
Cyprus, in 1952-3. 

The earliest true inscription from Cyprus so far known was discovered at 
Enkomi in 1955. It is a piece of a large thick clay tablet, containing only three lines 
of writing. Although some of the signs are unlike anything in Linear A or B, it was 
immediately obvious that most showed a distinct resemblance. This discovery 
proved what had already been predicted, that the source of the Cypriot system was 
Cretan Linear A, not Greek Linear B, for the date of this fragment is around 1500 





30 Clay tablet from Enkomi, c.1500 Bc 
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BC, considerably earlier than anything known in Linear B, but contemporary with 
Linear A. No progress is possible with this early script so long as evidence for it 
remains so poor. 

The other fragments of clay tablets found at Enkomi belong to a later period, the 
late thirteenth or twelfth centuries Bc. They belong to the large, thick type of tablet 
used for literary as well as record purposes in the Near East. The script is much 
changed by this date, and the signs have become simple patterns of lines, probably 
evolved as the result of habitual use on clay, rather than directly influenced by 
cuneiform, which had undergone a similar evolution at a much earlier date. There 
can be no doubt that this script, now generally known as Cypro—Minoan, is 
descended from a Cretan original; but the equation of signs is often highly 
problematic, and it is quite impossible to make much progress by means of the clues 
afforded by Linear A. 

In recent times the number of examples of Cypro-Minoan inscriptions has 
increased, though most of the new discoveries are very short. A frequent type is a 
small clay ball bearing a few signs. There is also an example of a clay cylinder 
bearing a longer inscription. What was the function of these objects remains 
obscure, and without some clue it is impossible to guess the content of such 
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31 Fragment of a large clay tablet 
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32 Clay cylinder from Enkomi 


What has now emerged from the detailed study of this material, especially by 
Emilia Masson of Paris, is that the tablets use a different variety of the script from 
the other objects. The significance of this variation is not clear, but the suspicion 
must arise that the two scripts were used to write different languages. To add to the 
confusion, a third variety has now appeared on a clay tablet found, not in Cyprus, 
but at the site of the ancient city of Ugarit on the coast of Syria. This document has 
been plausibly interpreted as a list of names of Semitic character, which is not 
suprising since the local language of Ugarit is a Semitic dialect. It does not, however, 
afford proof that the language of Cypro-Minoan was itself Semitic, and this in fact 
appears improbable. 

Further progress with Cypro—Minoan can be expected, if more examples are 
found. It would seem likely that more exploration of the important Bronze Age site 
at Enkomi would yield more tablets of the type already known, and it must be 
hoped that a solution of the problems that beset the island will soon enable 
archaeological work to be resumed in areas at present under Turkish occupation. 

The Greek colonisation of the island was reported by tradition as beginning after 
the Trojan War, and there is archaeological evidence for a new people in Cyprus, 
especially in the west, from about the twelfth century Bc. The temple of Aphrodite 
at Paphos in the south-west was throughout the classical period an important cult 
site, and Aphrodite was often referred to in Greece as simply ‘the Cyprian goddess’. 
It is from this area that the earliest examples have come of the later Cypriot syllabic 
script. This remained in use by all the Greek cities of the island throughout the 
classical period. Although the Greek alphabet was devised, probably in the early 
eighth century BC, on models derived from Phoenicia, the coast of modern Syria and 
Lebanon, the Cypriots resisted this innovation, until the spread of the Macedonian 
empire under Alexander the Great led to the adoption of the standard script of the 
Greek world. 

There can be no doubt about the Minoan origin of this classical script, since not 
only are some simple signs identical, or almost so, to the Minoan ones, but they 
have the same values as the corresponding sign in Linear B (fig. 33). In many more 
cases it is possible to trace some resemblance between signs having the same value 
and to suggest how they may have evolved. It must be remembered that the script 
must have been in use over a period of a thousand years, and it is not surprising that 
many signs show little resemblance. 
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t+ lo —.) 15 rot 
Fma T Tom 
# pa fo iom 
Fo» 17 F po 
Yu Y Yo 
Eus d Fa 
Fs rb, ba 
T to T T to 


33 A comparison of classical Cypriot signs with Linear A and Linear B 


The syllabary is organised on much the same lines as that of Linear B. The reason 
for this is not only their common origin, but the fact that they were devised for the 
same language, even if different dialects of it. Again we have a system with five 
vowels, since this is what the language demands. The consonants are slightly 
different: the labio-velar (g-) series has disappeared due to changes in the 
pronunciation of these words; ¢ and d are no longer distinguished, but / and r are. 

But the main difference is not in the structure of the syllabary, but in its use. No 
longer is it judged sufficient to write a skeletal notation, which the reader has to fill 
in for himself; for true inscriptions the script needs to be more complete. The final 
consonants, -n, -7, -s, are noted by using ze, re and se. All groups of consonants are 
spelled out using extra vowels as necessary; and equally all diphthongs are spelled 
out. The only exception is that the nasals (n or m) are omitted before another 
consonant. Although a divider is used between groups of signs, this is not always 
employed at the end of each word, some phrases being treated as a single group. A 
few examples will illustrate how the system works: 


tcov *2T4P Yxoxonvr 
pa-si-le-u-se a-po-to-li-se O-i-e-re-u-se 
basileus hà ptolis bo biereus 
‘king’ ‘the city’ ‘the priest’ 
ELA P FARN? 
sa-ta-si-ku-po-ro-se to-no-ro-ko-ne 
Stásikupros ton borkon 


(man's name) *the oath' 
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A further difference concerns the direction of writing. The most common 
direction is from right-to-left, though there are some examples of left-to-right. This 
is surprising in view of the left-to-right direction of Cypro—Minoan; it may be that 
the reverse direction is due to Semitic influence. 

There are minor differences in the forms of the signs in usc at different sites. The 
table (fig. 34) gives normalised forms only: 


X a X e X i Xo ^^ u 


Q M we jo 

4 ea Rk Fkh N k X" 
Yo da 8 ile 2 od + bo (ar 
Mma X ome M mi Mo 
F m Q w gg h UR nm > m 
F pa P Be d qe gx me uu 
Ca US dx Se um ox. Ca 
M ui eom i Y 9 X 
E. e qo u o m 


H K © 
$ 4 


zo 
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34 The Cypriot syllabary; the values xa, xe and zo are not entirely certain; ga is only 
used at certain sites 
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The earliest inscription so far found in this script comes from Palaipaphos in the 
south-west, where a tomb of the eleventh century Bc yielded three bronze spits, one 
of which bears an inscription. It reads from left to right: o-pe-le-ta-u. This makes 
good sense as Opbeltau, the genitive of a familiar Greek name Opbeltes. It is quite 
common for objects to be inscribed with the owner's name, and this is usually in the 
genitive case, as we might write John’s. What is interesting about this inscription, 
besides the very early date, is that the form of the genitive is characteristic of the 
Cypriot dialect as known later on, but is slightly different from the Mycenaean. At 
least it seems to prove the very high antiquity of the Greek colonisation of Cyprus. 

There is no other inscription so far known before the eighth century, and they 
only become at all common in the sixth century. Unfortunately most of these are 
from funerary monuments and contain nothing but the name of the deceased. There 
are also a number of dedicatory inscriptions which are not much more informative. 
In the fifth century, however, we have an important document from the city of 
Idalion. It is a large bronze tablet (fig. 35) engraved on both sides with a long 
inscription. It records a contract entered into by ‘the king and the city’ and gives a 
reward to a family of physicians who had operated a free health service for the 
casualties, when the city was besieged by the Persians. It reads from right to left and 
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35 The Idalion bronze tablet of the fifth century Bc 


LINEAR B 


is very well preserved; there are only a few problems caused by the unfamiliar 
dialect. The following is an extract: 


a-no-ko-ne-o-na-si-lo-ne / to-no-na-si-ku-po-ro-ne 
anogon Onasilon ton Onasikupron 


they ordered Onasilos the (son) of Onasikupros 


to-ni-ja-te-ra-ne / ka-se / to-se / ka-si-ke-ne-to-se / 
ton iateran kas tos kasignetos 


the physician and the brothers 


1-ja-sa-ta-i / to-se / a-to-ro-po-se / to-se / i-ta-i 
iasthai tos a(n)thropos tos i(n) tai 


to heal the men those in the 


ma-ka-i / i-ki-ma-me-no-se / a-ne-u / mi-si-to-ne 
makhiai ikmamenos aneu misthon 


battle wounded without fee 


This script continued in use down to the Hellenistic period, but at that date 
obviously many people were unable to read and write it, so inscriptions are found 
with the text in both Cypriot script in dialect, and in the Greek alphabet in the 
standard form of the language. An example is given in fig. 36. 





36 Cypriot inscription in two scripts, a dedication by Ellowoikos to Demeter and Kore 
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7 
The Phaistos Disk 


A book dealing with the pre-alphabetic scripts of the Aegean area cannot avoid 
mentioning the most famous document so far discovered in Crete. In 1908 an Italian 
excavator found in the ruins of the first palace at Phaistos in southern Crete a large 
disk of baked clay, covered on both sides by an inscription. Its date is given by its 
archaeological context as not later than about 1700 sc. It is therefore contemporary 
with Linear A, and it has been generally assumed to be a specimen of another script 
of the same family. While it is certainly an inscription, it is very questionable 
whether it belongs to the Minoan family, for it is in at least one respect unique. 

The disk has the distinction of being the world's first typewritten document. It 
was made by taking a stamp or punch bearing the sign to be written in a raised 
pattern, and impressing this on the wet clay. The maker therefore needed to have as 
many stamps as there were signs in the script. It has the advantage that even 
complicated signs can be quickly written, and every example of the same sign is 
identical and easy to read. The disadvantage is that a considerable outlay of time 
and effort is required to make the set of stamps before any document can be 
produced. It is therefore evident that the system was not created solely for a single 
document; its maker must have intended to produce a large number of documents, 
though it remains some way from being an anticipation of printing. 

It is therefore all the more remarkable that after more than eighty years of 
excavation not another single scrap of clay impressed with these stamps has been 
found at Phaistos, or at any other site in Crete or elsewhere. It would be very 
surprising if there were not somewhere more examples of the script waiting to be 
found, but the disk remains so far unique, and the suspicion must arise that it was 
an isolated object brought from some other area. 

This impression of foreign origin can be supported by two arguments. The work 
of cutting the stamps, whether made directly or perhaps more likely by making 
moulds into which metal was poured, is a technique very similar to gem-engraving. 
We might therefore expect the signs to bear a stylistic resemblance to those 
engraved on seal-stones. In fact the style of art is noticeably different. Secondly, 
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some of the objects pictured by the signs have a distinctly foreign appearance to 
those familiar with Minoan art. 





38 Signs on the Phaistos Disk 


Helmets with crests, as shown in the first sign on fig. 38, are not Minoan, though 
they were used at a rather later date by the Philistines. The woman sign shows a 
female dress quite different from that favoured by the Minoans. The third sign is 
hard to interpret, but it is an object unknown from any Minoan context, though it 
bears a striking resemblance to a form of sarcophagus, itself probably modelled on 
a house, in use later among the Lycians, a people of south-west Anatolia. 

Comparison with Minoan hieroglyphic and Linear A inscriptions discloses some 
resemblances between signs; but since both scripts are obviously pictographic in 
origin, it is not surprising if two pictures of the same object look alike. None of the 
more complicated and thus distinctive signs can be paralleled. Its Minoan origin 
must thus rest in doubt until more evidence is available. 

Although the origin of the disk is so uncertain, it has the great advantage of being 
easily legible, since it has suffered very little damage. Both faces of the disk are 
completely covered with writing arranged in a spiral pattern; the disk was 
presumably rotated as it was written, so that the bottom of the sign is nearest to the 
rim. The absence of blank spaces must be the result of practice and careful 
planning, unless of course this is one of a series of disks containing a long text, and 
what we have is, so to speak, a page out of a book. 

The direction of the script has been hotly disputed, and many people have 
assumed that it reads from left to right like the other Minoan scripts. But it has now 
been firmly established that in some places one sign very slightly overlaps that to its 
right. It follows that the maker worked from right to left, and therefore from the rim 
towards the centre. It is just possible, but obviously highly improbable, that the 
reader was expected to read the text in the reverse direction. The signs which 
represent human beings and animals in profile are shown facing the right, which 
would be natural with a script running leftwards. It is also clear that the signs round 
the rim were written first, and there is some irregularity where the spiral leaves the 
rim and begins to run above the outermost line. 

The disk is about 64in (160 mm) in diameter and about żin (12 mm) thick. There 
is a total of 242 signs on the two faces. These are arranged into 61 groups, each 
demarcated by lines drawn freehand to form a series of boxes. The starting point on 
the rim is indicated by an upright line with heavy dots on it. The number of signs in 


a group varies from two to seven. In thirteen cases the sign at the left end of a group 
has an oblique stroke added underneath with a stylus. 

The number of different signs is forty-five, but it must not be assumed that this is 
the total number of signs in the script, since a sample as short as this is unlikely to 
contain an example of every sign. Statistically it can be shown that the total 
*population' of which this is a sample is likely to be at least fifty, and if there are 
more than a few very rare signs, the total may be sixty or more. This number, 
combined with the length of the groups of signs, makes it virtually certain that here 
too we are dealing with a simple syllabic system. The specimen does not appear to 
contain any ideograms or numerals, and this makes it hard to guess what sort of 
text it contains. This has allowed would-be decipherers, who are numerous, to 
propose the most implausible suggestions. The general tendency has been to assume 
it is some kind of religious text, which has the advantage of permitting the wildest 
flights of fancy. 

The signs with a stroke underneath occur only at the ends of sign groups. This 
makes it likely that they are some kind of diacritical mark used to modify the 
reading of the sign to which they are attached. If the signs normally have the values 
of a consonant followed by a vowel, the strokes might be a means of cancelling the 
final vowel, so as to write a word ending in a consonant. No script of the Minoan 
family discussed in this book has such a device, but the Devanagari script used for 
Sanskrit has a similar mark which is used in this way. 

It has been observed that a number of the longer sign groups begin with the same 
two signs. This might suggest that we are dealing with a language which uses 
prefixes rather than suffixes to modify the meaning of words. But there is a danger 
in putting much weight on this deduction without a great deal more evidence, for 
the same effect would be visible in such languages as Greek or French, if they too 
were written in a syllabic script. This is because the definite article is regularly 
treated as part of the following noun. Consider for instance the French series: 
homme, l'homme, les hommes. If these were written phonetically, it would appear 
that we had a word om to which the prefixes l- and lez- could be added. 

If we had an adequate sample, such problems might be resolved, but we cannot 
even identify the type to which the language belongs, much less its linguistic family. 
We do not know the place of origin of the script, and as shown above there is a fair 
chance that it is not native to Crete, though this cannot be excluded. We have no 
means of guessing, even approximately, the nature of the text, for nothing like it has 
been found written in any known language. 

All this could change if more specimens of the script were to be found. No script 
is in theory undecipherable, even if the language is totally unknown. But in order to 
make any progress it is essential to have enough texts, and these must be sufficiently 
variable, not merely repetitions of the same few formulas. Moreover, some of the 
inscriptions must be found in contexts which allow us to deduce approximately the 
meaning of some words without reference to their phonetic values. Only a large 


deposit of similar documents could open the way to a true decipherment of the 
Phaistos Disk. 
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This problem has not prevented enthusiastic amateurs all over the world from 
indulging in wild speculation. The problem is attractive precisely because it is so 
limited; it is the limitation which prevents certain deductions which also allows 
scope for misplaced ingenuity. A few decipherments have been proposed using 
known languages, including a few based upon Greek, despite the obvious 
improbability of such a solution at this date. What is worse, their authors are rarely 
aware of what Greek would look like at this period, at least four hundred years 
before Mycenaean. 

But there is an even easier solution, which is to abandon the attempt to make the 
text fit a known language, and to invent a new language for the purpose. If you have 
a word which resembles something appropriate in Greek, you can give it that 
meaning. But if the next word is meaningless in Greek, you look for something 
suitable in Latin or Sanskrit or Persian, or whatever language takes your fancy. 
There is of course no way of proving such a language did not exist; there must have 
been thousands of languages once spoken, which are now totally forgotten. What is 
always overlooked is that if you abandon the rigour imposed by a known language, 
you destroy also any means of finding evidence to support your solution. 

Others have failed to understand the conclusions to be drawn from the statistics, 
which establish the type of script, and have assumed that the signs, or some of them, 
are ideograms. It is then tempting to try to interpret them by looking for the object 
they represent, and give them values simply by inspection. The history of writing 
shows unmistakeably that values can hardly ever be guessed by this method. We 
cannot perhaps rule out the posssibility of a mixed system, part ideographic and 
part phonetic; but this would require a very large number of different signs, and 
thus the making of a large set of stamps to be able to write any but the simplest texts. 
There have even been decipherers who have proposed to regard it not as a script at 
all, but as some kind of tool or device, and one of my correspondents seriously 
suggested that it was really a chart for inter-planetary navigation. Science fiction 
has a lot to answer for. 

My own view, shared by all serious scholars, is that the Disk is undecipherable so 
long as it remains an isolated document. Only a large increase in the number of 
inscriptions will permit real progress towards a decipherment. Meanwhile, we must 
curb our impatience, and admit that if King Minos himself were to reveal to 
someone in a dream the true interpretation, it would be quite impossible for him to 
convince anyone else that his was the one and only possible solution. 


The Location of 
the Inscriptions 


Specimens of most of the scripts mentioned in this section are to be seen in the 
Archaeological Museum of Iraklion, Crete. This holds the major collection of 
Linear B tablets from Knossos, most of the Linear A inscriptions, and the Phaistos 
Disk. The Linear B tablets from Pylos are all in the National Museum in Athens, 
together with some from Mycenae. A selection of these is on exhibition. There are 
small numbers of Linear B tablets in the Archaeological Museums of Thebes and 
Navplion. 

The Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, has a collection of Linear B tablets from 
Knossos, donated by Evans while he was in charge of the Museum, and a few 
specimens of Linear A. The British Museum, London, has a few specimens of 
Linear B, and some classical Cypriot inscriptions. Isolated Linear B tablets are in 
Cambridge, Manchester and University College, London. Classical Cypriot 
inscriptions are also to be found in a number of Museums in western Europe. 

All the more recent finds from Cyprus are of course still on the island, mostly at 
the Archaeological Museum in Nicosia. The Cypro-Minoan documents found at 
Ugarit (Ras Shamra) are in the National Museum of Damascus. 


Bibliographical Note 


There is now a vast bibliography of Linear B, but most of it is highly technical and 
to be found in learned journals. For English readers I should like to refer to my own 
two books, The Decipherment of Linear B, (2nd edn. Cambridge, 1967), and for the 
contents of the tablets, Tbe Mycenaean World (Cambridge, 1976). For more 
advanced study, the major books in English are: Ventris, M. and Chadwick, J., 
Documents in Mycenaean Greek (2nd edn. Cambridge, 1973); and Palmer L. R., 
Tbe Interpretation of Mycenaean Greek Texts, (Oxford, 1963). A useful study of 
decipherment is Barber, E. J. W., Archaeological Decipherment, (Princeton, 1974). 

On Linear A and the various Cypriot scripts there is no satisfactory general 
publication in English. The Linear A texts have been collected and excellently 
edited by Godart, L. and Olivier, J-P., Receuil des Inscriptions en Linéaire A, 5 vols., 
Paris, 1976—85. The best collection of classical Cypriot inscriptions is Masson, O., 
Les Inscriptions Chypriotes Syllabiques (Paris, 1961). For the Phaistos Disk, there is 
an excellent photographic edition by Olivier, J-P., Le Disque de Phaistos, (École 
francaise d' Athénes, 1975), and a full discussion of the problems by Duhoux, Y., Le 
Disque de Phaestos, (Louvain, 1977). 
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Estrangela Syriac illuminated Gospel Lectionary (Christ's Entry into 
Jerusalem), AD 1216—20. BL Add 7170 f115a 
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Note on Transcription 


As a general convention within the text, individual sounds as part of the language 
concerned are represented by letters placed between two slashes (e.g. /th/), while letters 
— when the reference is, for example, to their shape in written form or to their position 
in the alphabet — appear either as capitals (upper case) or as small (lower case) forms 
without slashes (e.g. Latin G/g; Greek T/y). Capitals are often preferred, since the 
lower case forms arose at a late date and lack significant ancient features which it 
is often helpful to represent visually. 
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Preface 


This section attempts to summarise the general scholarly consensus of views 
on the early history of alphabetic writing. Inevitably it is necessary to abbreviate 
and simplify the arguments. Even major issues are often still the subject of 
dispute. A whole book of over 350 pages has recently been devoted solely 
to the discussion of early cuneiform alphabets, while in the present volume 
only a few pages could be given over to this topic! 

The origin of alphabetic writing is one of those historical questions which 
is of interest to all peoples of European, Middle Eastern and Indian origin 
or educated in the Christian, Jewish or Islamic traditions. For all of us, the 
alphabet is the first thing we learnt from our parents or our teachers. It is 
the foundation on which all our subsequent education was based. For many 
it is also the vehicle of divine revelation, though in fact, as we shall see, the 
alphabet is one of the many gifts which the great ‘book’ religions and their 
associated civilisations owe to the pagan world. 

The account of the alphabet which follows begins with the discussion of 
the basic principles involved in alphabetic writing. This is accompanied by 
a brief description of the characteristics of the Semitic languages for which 
the alphabet was first used: apart from enabling the reader to understand the 
problems involved in the devising of the alphabet, this provides a useful 
reminder that not all languages are alike and that the problems of writing 
them may vary considerably. 

Next, evidence for the earliest attempts at alphabetic writing is outlined. 
Only one of these attempts was really successful and the third chapter deals 
with this in detail and with the transmission of this alphabet to the Greeks 
and ultimately to the Latin West. 

The rest of the book is concerned mostly with the ways the alphabet devel- 
oped later in the Semitic world, leaving behind certain backwaters which con- 
tinued to exist while the mainstream moved on. The mainstream produced 
the Jewish (often called the Hebrew) script and the Arabic script. The latter, 
along with the Latin script, may be regarded as the culmination of a major 
historical phase in which writing by means of a relatively simple alphabetic 
system became the foundation of European and Middle Eastern culture, replac- 
ing the oral traditions which had existed for millennia before. 

Whereas paper and ink may shortly become obsolete, it seems likely that 
the alphabet, on screen rather than on paper, will remain important for a 
long time yet. On the other hand, it seems unlikely that our electronic ‘writings’ 
are going to survive as long as the earliest alphabetic inscriptions, which were 
written around 1700 Bc and are still today the subject of much lively scholarly 
interest. 
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Script, Language and the 
Alphabetic Principle 


There is a big difference between script and language, though they tend to 
be confused. A language consists of a system of sounds. It does not have to 
be written down. Indeed languages were spoken for millennia before writing 
was invented and there are still today some unwritten languages (e.g. in India 
and South America). Any particular language can be represented more or less 
satisfactorily in any system of writing. One could invent a new system of writing 
one's own language but one would have to face up to the difficulty of reconciling 
several conflicting demands on the system. One such demand is the need to 
keep things simple, so that the new writing system is not so complex as to 
be unlearnable, but there is also a need to represent all the sounds of the 
language distinctively, so that the system is unambiguous. 

The writing systems of the ancient Near East prior to the invention and 
spread of the alphabet from c. 1700 Bc onwards included a large number 
of syllabic signs, i.e. with each sign representing a syllable. They were developed 
from forms of pictographic writing in which small pictures stood for objects 
and concepts. These had been in use, principally in Egypt and Mesopotamia, 
since before 3000 Bc. Syllabic writing became widespread and new forms of 
syllabic writing continued to be developed (e.g. Hittite, Cretan, Byblian). 

A syllable normally consists of at least two sounds, most commonly a conso- 
nant followed by a vowel. Since all languages have far more possible syllables 
than they have individual sounds (/ba/, /be/, /bi/, /bo/, /bu/, /da/, /de/, /di/, 
/do/, /du/ are all separate syllables), syllabic systems involved a very large 
number of signs. The total number of cuneiform signs in the system used in 
Mesopotamia, for example, is almost six hundred, though some of these retain 
a pictographic type of function, representing whole words. Many signs had 
more than one sound-value. Fortunately much smaller repertoires of signs and 
restricted variations of value were current at any one time and the context 
would usually show what was intended. 

As we will see, the credit for the devising of the alphabetic principle in 
writing cannot be ascribed to any particular individual, though Greek tradition 
credited the introduction of the alphabet to Greece to the legendary Kadmos 
and the Phoenicians. Some scholars would prefer to avoid thinking in terms 
of an individual inventor, but unless we think of an individual discovering 
the alphabet, like a Newton or an Einstein, we are in danger of undervaluing 
the greatness of the achievement. 


201 


EARLY ALPHABET 


Karatepe* Birecik 
9.1 18 
Zincirli 


Ugarité 
- @ 9 S Tell Sukase 
Bs pao mien | um Europose 
ayn ee Tell Nebi 


MEDITERRANEAN Byblos Mend —®Palmyra 
SEA Sarepta 
Hürran e Damascus 


Ta'anache 3 e Namara 
Samariae Umm al-Jimal 
Gezet o Jerusalem Babylon 
Beth Semé&e @4 , © Amman Kufa 
LaChish: e Madeba 
o Dibon 
Arad 


UN ARABIAN 


Serabit Elat 


è Mada’in Salih 


€ Medina 





The Middle East (only the more important places mentioned in the text are marked). 


This achievement is essentially the insight that writing would be most easily 
organised if each distinct single sound of a particular language were represented 
by a single distinctive sign. Since the number of separate sounds is in most 
languages rather small, the number of signs needed is also rather small — about 
forty at the most. If we compare this with the writing systems already then 
in existence (though it seems unlikely that the inventor of the alphabet was 
an expert in any of these older systems) it implies a glorious simplification. 
We may note also that the idea of isolating individual sounds has stood the 
test of time and is still basic to modern linguistics. 

Apart from its cumbersomeness, the Akkadian system was unsatisfactory 
for another reason. It was devised originally not for Akkadian at all but for 
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Sumerian, and it is often called Sumero-Akkadian. Sumerian is a completely 
unrelated language lacking some of the distinctive sounds which are essential 
to Akkadian, so that some of these Akkadian sounds are not properly repre- 
sented in the script. The inventor of the alphabet on the other hand was able 
to devise a sign to represent each of the sounds he needed in the (Semitic) 
language he was intending to write. 

Having thus far praised our notional inventor, we must next remark that 
he did not do quite so thorough a job as he might have done, since he only 
isolated consonantal sounds and made no allowance at all for vowels. In fact 
all the ancient Near Eastern alphabets which followed from the first devising 
of the alphabet are not really alphabets in our modern sense. They are consonan- 
tal alphabets and the vowels were only fully represented in these alphabets 
at a very late date (AD). There were some earlier attempts to represent vowels, 
since in Aramaic and then in Hebrew script certain consonants, particularly 
h, w and y, came to be used in limited circumstances to represent vowels, 
ie. as vowel-letters. Compare English words like ‘very’ in which y is used 
as a vowel, though it is normally treated as a consonant as in ‘yes’. 

In principle it is not unthinkable to write English without vowels. Native 
speakers of English would be able to add the correct vowels in pronunciation 
without too much difficulty most of the time. The reader could test this state- 
ment by reading it without vowels: Ntv spkrs f nglsh wld b bl t dd th crrct 
vwls n prnnctn wtht t mch dffclty mst f th tm. In English the main difficulty 
arises with words beginning with a vowel, a difficulty which was less serious 
in West Semitic scripts since no words began with vowels. Difficulties might 
well arise also with personal and geographical names, especially names unfami- 
liar to most readers, but otherwise much would depend on the ability of the 
reader to apprehend the context of what was being said. It should be remem- 
bered that modern newspapers in Hebrew and Arabic are still printed for the 
most part without vowels and the native speakers of these languages have 
no difficulty in reading them. 

It may be noted that at least one prominent scholar, I.J. Gelb, took the 
view that this consonantal alphabet is not in fact a true alphabet but should 
be regarded as a syllabary in which each sign stands for a consonant followed 
by any vowel. This is a defensible view, but it involves a rather narrow definition 
of what constitutes an alphabet and it may result in the genius of the consonantal 
alphabet being undervalued. 

However, the true alphabet in our modern sense came into existence when 
the Greeks, who seem to have got their idea of the alphabet and the main 
letter-forms from the Phoenicians, began to use certain signs, ones which they 
did not need for consonants in Greek, to represent the vowels. Subsequently 
the Near Eastern scripts underwent modifications to allow vowels to be 
expressed either by the addition of special vowel-letters (see above) or by the 
addition of marks above and below the consonants or, in the case of Ethiopic, 
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by the devising of modifications to the consonants to indicate which particular 
vowel follows. 

There is another aspect of the study of the alphabet which needs brief intro- 
duction: the development and fixing of the order of the letters. Surprisingly, 
perhaps, there is a considerable amount of evidence on this matter even from 
the earliest times. There are even texts which simply list the letters in the 
alphabetic order. On the analogy of our ordering of the alphabet as the ABC 
(pronounced ‘ay-bee-cee-dee’, etc.), such texts are called ‘abecedaries’, though 
the actual ordering may not be the same as ours. (The letter C, as we shall 
see, was peculiar to Latin and has no real equivalent in the old alphabets.) 
Information on the alphabetic order is not of purely antiquarian interest: in 
a number of cases it gives useful information on how the alphabet itself deve- 
loped. We shall see that the very ordering of both the Ugaritic and the Greek 
alphabets reveals that certain letters were added secondarily. 

Finally, we may note the intrinsic importance of the names of the letters 
in the different languages. Reflection on the English names of the letters will 
reveal that this is quite a complicated matter. Why do speakers of British 
English call Z ‘zed’, while Americans, apparently with greater logic, call it 
‘zee’, like ‘bee’ and ‘dee’? And why ‘el’ for L and 'aitch' for H? In the ancient 
languages the names of the letters can be very important for reconstructing 
the particular source from which the alphabet was borrowed. For example, 
the name of the first letter of the Greek alphabet, alpha (&de@a), is Semitic, 
like the names of virtually all the letters of the Greek alphabet. 


The Semitic Languages 

The term ‘Semitic’ is an accident in the history of scholarship in this field, 
which arose from an assumed connection with Shem, the son of Noah. It 
was coined in the eighteenth century AD to refer to a group of languages of 
which Hebrew and Arabic were the best-known constituents. Today one might 
prefer a different term, perhaps geographical (‘Western Asiatic’ or 'Syro- 
Arabian’), but all other terms have drawbacks and ‘Semitic’ is convenient and 
traditional. 

Semitic languages were not so widely dispersed as the members of the Indo- 
European family, but our knowledge of Semitic has great depth in the sense 
that we possess detailed knowledge of many ancient as well as modern Semitic 
languages reaching back to the third millennium Bc. 

The first Semitic language on record is Akkadian which was used in Mesopo- 
tamia (basically modern Iraq) under the great empires of the Babylonians and 
Assyrians. The writing was cuneiform (i.e. with signs formed from patterns 
of wedges in soft clay) and syllabic. The use of this language in its various 
dialects continued down to the time of Christ. It had, however, come under 
strong pressure from Aramaic, another Semitic language, which had its origins 
in the late second millennium Bc and was the language of the Aramaeans. 
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West Semitic East Semitic 
Eblaite (classification unresolved) Akkadian: 
Ugaritic Old Akkadian 
Canaanite: Phoenician and Punic Babylonian 

Hebrew Assyrian 


Moabite, Edomite, etc. 
Aramaic: Early Aramaic 

Persian Empire Aramaic 

Nabataean 

Hatran 

Palmyrene 

Jewish Aramaic 

Samaritan Aramaic 

Syriac 

Mandaic 

Modern Aramaic dialects 


South Semitic 


Pre-Islamic South Arabian: 
Sabaic, etc. 
Pre-Islamic northern dialects: 
Thamudic, Libyanite, Safaitic, etc. 
Arabic 
Modern South Arabian: 
Mebri, etc. 
Ethiopian: Classical Etbiopic (Ge'ez) 
Ambaric, etc. 


Table summarising the main divisions of the Semitic language group. 


The Aramaean people lived mostly in Syria and upper Mesopotamia and they 
were using an alphabetic script for their writings. The Aramaic language and 
script spread rapidly throughout the region. It was used by the great imperial 
powers of the time and, in the period of the Persian Empire (c. 550—323 Bc), 
Aramaic and its script were used by the imperial administration and throughout 
the western provinces of the Empire as far as Arabia and Egypt. 

Aramaic gradually replaced other local languages in Syria/Palestine, lan- 
guages such as Phoenician (which had an important predecessor in the local 
language of ancient Ugarit on the Syrian coast c. 1500—1200 Bc) and Hebrew, 
which was little used after Old Testament times, though there is some dispute 
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about whether Hebrew became extinct as a spoken language before or after 
the time of Christ. A number of local dialects of Aramaic became established 
in important centres. Thus Aramaic became the normal language both of the 
Jewish communities in the Middle East and of the various ‘pagan’ kingdoms, 
like that of the Nabataeans centred on Petra in Jordan. As the pagans were 
converted and the Christian church spread to the east, Aramaic became its 
official language, more specifically the dialect of Aramaic known as Syriac 
(originally the Aramaic dialect of Edessa, modern Urfa/Sanliurfa in southern 
Turkey). 

After Akkadian and Aramaic, the next great linguistic upheaval in the region 
came with the dramatic spread of Arabic at the time of the Islamic conquests 
in the seventh century AD. Arabic remains the main language of the Middle 
East and the main modern representative of Semitic, though there are also 
some other living Semitic languages: Amharic (the main Semitic language of 
Ethiopia), various southern Arabian dialects, remnants of Aramaic (still spoken 
in parts of Syria, Turkey, Iraq and the USSR) and, of course, modern Israeli 
Hebrew, which has returned to the Middle East as a spoken language relatively 
recently. 

Since they are relevant to some extent to questions of script, it will be useful 
to note some major characteristics of the Semitic languages. The first is that 
all the Semitic languages contain sounds which do not exist in English and 
other European languages. An example is the so-called emphatic /t/, which 
is difficult for English-speakers to master. To produce it involves pronouncing 
the English /t/ but with the tongue flaccid instead of rigid and slightly pressed 
up towards the roof of the mouth. It is a thickened /t/ of the kind we associate 
with intoxication or a dental anaesthetic. Since this sound does not exist in 
English or in our script (which is really the Latin script with a few modifica- 
tions), linguists have to represent this consonant with a conventional sign to 
make it clear that it is not the ordinary /t/ which is in question. The convention 
widely accepted is to place a dot under the ordinary /t/, i.e. /t/. There are 
other special sounds which need not be explained here, but the variety of 
signs likely to be encountered in studying the alphabets used for the Semitic 
languages include such extras as / d/, / s/, / t/, /$/, Pl, /7 and /$/. The Semitic 
scripts also often distinguish long from short vowels and this distinction is 
usually represented by the placing of a line over the vowel in our Latin script 
to mark the long variety: /à/, /i/, /a/. When we give the equivalent in our 
own script for the letters in a word of one of the other scripts (for example, 
Hebrew nib = salom ), the process is called transliteration. 

The other relevant point is that consonants in verbal roots have a special 
role in all Semitic languages. They are not more important than vowels, as 
is often quite erroneously stated, but in many words the vowels carry out 
the grammatical job of giving precise meaning to a form, while the consonants 
are the ‘root’ and have attached to them the basic notion which is common 
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to all the words based on that particular set of consonants. Thus there is 
an Arabic root KTB. KTB does not mean anything as it stands. Indeed it 
is totally unpronounceable. But by adding vowels in different patterns (and 
sometimes special prefixes), the root KTB comes to life and takes on meaning 
as a real word in the language: katib means ‘writer’, kataba ‘he wrote’, kitab 
‘book’, kutub ‘books’, kutubi ‘bookseller’, kitaba ‘writing’, maktab ‘office’, 
and maktaba ‘library, bookshop’. Observing these words we can confirm that 
there is a root KTB and deduce that it has to do with ‘writing’. Thus the 
consonants are the bones which convey the basic meaning, while the vowels 
add flesh to the skeleton. 

From this it is clear why some scholars connect the consonantal alphabet 
with the distinctive role played by consonants in Semitic word-formation. One 
should not, however, conclude that the ancient Semitic peoples used a conson- 
antal alphabet because vowels were unimportant to them. They were very 
important. Indeed, the best-attested ancient Semitic language, Akkadian, is 
written in a syllabic script taken over from Sumerian which does indicate vow- 
els, while the other important literary languages — Hebrew, Syriac, Arabic 
and Ethiopic — all eventually developed ways of expressing vowels in writing. 

What one could, perhaps, say of the early consonantal alphabet is that it 
handled the root aspect of word-formation well, but was defective in that 
it failed to account satisfactorily for vowels, the other important ingredient 
in word-formation. The separation of consonants and vowels in the alphabet 
could, therefore, be said to correspond to the separation of function of vowels 
and consonants in the Semitic languages. 


Writing Materials and Types of Script 

The basic data for our study of the early alphabet are very varied. There are 
large public monumental inscriptions, burial inscriptions, private letters, coins, 
seals, casual graffiti, legal documents, literary works and, of course, Bibles 
and Qur’ans. The material on which the writing was executed also varied 
considerably and it could have an important influence on the development 
of the script. Much depended on local availability of materials. In Egypt papyrus 
was the typical material for most purposes. In Mesopotamia soft clay was 
used and subsequently dried or baked. Public monuments in both areas were 
usually of stone. 

It is clear that the cuneiform writing system, using signs formed by patterns 
of wedge-shaped marks (Latin cuneus ‘wedge’), was particularly suited 
to impression on soft clay. This style of writing could be imitated in stone 
but would be very difficult to use on papyrus. It is angular and sharp 
because of the type of stylus which was used, a cut reed. Cuneiform did 
spread westwards to Anatolia, Syria and Egypt and was used, as we shall 
see, for writing one of the earliest alphabets, but the major developments 
in alphabetic writing occurred not on clay tablets, but on the smooth dry 
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surface of papyrus, dressed stone and pot. 

Ancient papyrus is rarely preserved since, unlike dried clay tablets, which 
are very durable when buried in the earth, in most climatic conditions papyrus 
tends to rot and so disappear. Thus, although it is likely that papyrus was 
used extensively for writing in Phoenicia, Syria and Palestine, little has survived 
from those areas. Egypt, however, is one of the places where the climate some- 
times allows preservation of papyrus (away from the river Nile itself) and 
we are fortunate in having some important collections of documents from 
there. Writing material produced from animal skins also is rarely preserved, 
though it was used, as were wax writing-boards. Inscriptions on stone are 
more durable, though vulnerable to shattering, grinding and weathering, and 
the same is true of writing on pieces of broken pot, commonly used in Palestine 
and elsewhere. An inscribed potsherd is called an ostracon (plural ostraca). 
Papyrus and pot were probably used side by side in Palestine as they were 
in Egypt, where papyrus was used, for example, for Aramaic legal and literary 
documents. Pot tended to be used as a cheap substitute for papyrus in writing 
ephemeral documents such as lists, notes, etc. 

Epigraphy is the term generally used for the study of inscriptions carved 
or scratched on hard materials. In the study of regions where there are a lot 
of papyri preserved, the term palaeography tends to be restricted to the study 
of papyri only, though the distinction between writing on papyrus and writing 
on hard materials is really artificial. Both are part and parcel of a community's 
‘epigraphic’ remains. In relation to Semitic inscriptions, it is common to use 
the term palaeography for a particular aspect of the study of writing on all 
materials, i.e. the study of the progressive developments and changes in the 
forms of the letters or signs. In the early history of writing, a fundamental 
development is the step from pictographic to linear forms in which the original 
pictographic intention has been forgotten or is very secondary. Forms thus 
become stylised and take on a life of their own, unrelated to the need to represent 
a pictured object. 

Another broad distinction which should be noted is that between formal 
and cursive forms of writing. Normally the primary form of a writing system 
is that used for accounts, letters and lists, even if these are carefully produced 
by civil servants. The making of great public inscriptions is a secondary affair 
and would hardly happen without the prior existence of a strong tradition 
of ‘normal’ writing. The standardised, formal and decorative forms used 
especially for public monuments are usually called ‘monumental’. A monumen- 
tal script often gains a life of its own, becoming a separate script. 

By contrast, the term ‘cursive’ is used for the type of script which is typically 
written at great speed. It is rounded rather than square, flowing and joined 
up (ligatured). The most cursive forms of script generally appear in the most 
casual pieces of writing. At its extreme this might be a traveller scratching 
his name on a rock-face while sitting to rest. This is called a graffito (plural 
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graffiti). But we have to be careful. If this traveller has visited places where 
he has seen formal inscriptions, he might introduce monumental features into 
his graffito in order to make it look more impressive. Often monumental feat- 
ures are archaising features, which might deceive us in our attempt to date 
the text on palaeographic grounds. We see informal scripts particularly in 
letters and practical documents, though again there may be a degree of formality 
even within the cursive tradition. 

It is also often possible to see the influence of the cursive style on the monu- 
mental style. Developments in the cursive style eventually cause changes in 
the monumental style. Thus even in the ‘monumental’ style of our own alphabet 
(e.g. on foundation stones and in print) the old-fashioned g with a closed 
loop hanging from the left of the upper circle is disappearing, just as it has 
mostly disappeared in handwriting. Nobody actually writes postcards to friends 
in the letter-style used in a printed book or on a foundation stone. Very few 
people, for example, reproduce the ‘printed’ form of lower-case a in their hand- 
writing, or write without joining any of the letters. 

The question of the direction of writing — right to left v. left to right, etc. 
— will be discussed where it arises, but it should at least be noted here that 
scripts can follow different conventions and may go through periods of uncer- 
tainty, using several methods side by side. Also, our convention of separating 
words with spaces is not found in all the traditions discussed here. Some separate 
words with special markers. Greek tended not to separate words at all. Most 
of the scripts we shall deal with habitually join certain words together. The 
word ‘and’ and also some prepositions are thus attached directly to the follow- 


ing word. And only at a rather late stage did the convention creep in of marking 
the ends of sentences. 
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2 
First Attempts at Alphabetic 
Writing 


There is evidence of attempts to write early West Semitic languages in a local 
syllabic script, i.e. neither in Mesopotamian cuneiform nor in Egyptian hiero- 
glyphs. Such attempts have been identified in very early, second-millennium 
BC, inscriptions from Byblos in Lebanon and from Jordan. Unfortunately, the 
evidence is not very extensive and the interpretation of the material extremely 
uncertain. 

The first steps towards alphabetic writing appear also to have been taken 
in the early second millennium Bc. There is uncertainty about the order of 
events and precise dating, but a number of inscriptions have been discovered 
in Sinai and Palestine (and called Proto-Sinaitic or Proto-Canaanite) in which 
it appears that the Egyptian way of writing has been converted into an alpha- 
betic system. 


The Invention of the Consonantal Alphabet 

The Egyptian system is essentially syllabic though, unlike Akkadian cuneiform, 
the vowel in any syllable is not defined. Thus there were, in Egyptian, signs 
representing b plus any vowel, d plus any vowel, etc. It appears that ultimately 
the signs used for these single-consonant signs derived from pictographs, though 
through the course of time the ‘picture’ came to represent not the object con- 
cerned but the first consonant of the Egyptian word for this object. Thus the 
sign for ‘mouth’, <> , originally pronounced as the word for ‘mouth’, r 
or rz, came to be used for r plus any vowel or none. The principle of using 
a sign to represent the first letter of the word it stands for is called acrophony 
(‘initial sound’). This gave the Egyptians the ready possibility of alphabetic 
writing, since in essence this kind of consonant-only system was all that was 
used for the alphabetic scripts which did develop. However, the Egyptians 
themselves did not take this step, and multi-consonant signs continued to be 
the basis of the Egyptian script. 

The writers of the Proto-Sinaitic or Proto-Canaanite inscriptions apparently 
did take this step in the early to middle second millennium Bc. The evidence 
is difficult and scholars do not agree on all points. The texts in question first 
became well known through a series of short inscriptions of c. 1700 Bc onwards, 
carved by miners at the turquoise mines at Serabit al-Khadim in Sinai. Because 
the number of signs in these inscriptions was so small (less than thirty), it 
quickly became clear that this script was an alphabet and not a syllabary. 





1 Sandstone sphinx with Proto- 
Sinaitic alphabetic inscription on its 
base. From Serabit al-Khadim, 

c. 1700 Bc. BM wA 41748 


Subsequently, other examples have been found in Palestine (Shechem, Gezer, 
Lachish), so we can be certain that we are dealing with a fairly widespread 
phenomenon. While we can never hope to know who invented the new so-called 
linear alphabet, two things seem clear. Firstly, there is clearly an Egyptian 
inspiration behind the invention, since there are some similarities of signs and 
the basic acrophonic principle (which has no parallel in cuneiform) must have 
come from knowledge of the Egyptian script. Secondly, the texts are in Canaan- 
ite West Semitic, not Egyptian, so we can be fairly sure of an origin of the 
script in the Semitic area which had close cultural contact with Egypt. Palestine 
is currently the strongest candidate, though the importance of the Phoenician 
coast (especially cosmopolitan Byblos) in the script traditions leads one to 
suspect that that region may have played a major role, just as it had produced 
a syllabic script of its own and eventually produced Ugaritic and Phoenician. 

Basically the new script, which has been deciphered with a fair degree of 
certainty (though the texts are not always understood), uses the Semitic (not 
the Egyptian) word for the object of the original pictograph as the starting 
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3 Some Proto-Sinaitic forms. 


point and uses the first letter of 
that word as the value of the 
sign. Thus the drawing of a house 
stood for ‘house’. ‘House’ in West 
Semitic was bét. Hence the ‘house’ 
pictograph was used for the con- 
sonant b. The acrophonic principle 
may not explain all the signs, 
but the following are clear: ’ from 
‘alpu, ‘ox’; b from baytulbetu, 
‘house’; w from wawwu, ‘hook/ 
peg’(?); y from yadu ‘hand/arm’; 
k from kappu, ‘palm of hand’; 
| from lamdu, ‘goad’; m from 
mayyuma (2), ‘water’; n from 
nahasu, ‘snake’; * from ‘aynu/‘énu 
‘eye’; and r from ra'$u, ‘head’ 
(original pronunciations partially 
conjectural). 





'—'alpu (‘ox’) 

b—bétu (‘house’) 
w—wawwu (‘hook/peg’) 
h—hétu (‘fence’ ?) 
k—kappu (‘palm of hand’) 
!—lamdu (‘goad’) 
m—mayyuma (?) (‘water’) 
n—nabasu (‘snake’) 
‘—‘enu (‘eye’) 

r—ra’su (‘head’) 


t—tawwu (‘mark’ ?) 


While the Proto-Sinaitic/Proto-Canaanite inscriptions are quite obscure, 
there are some later Proto-Canaanite texts which are better understood (e.g. 
the thirteenth-century Bc Lachish ewer, an ostracon of the twelfth century 
BC from Beth Šemeš, and the ‘Izbet Sartah inscription, also of the twelfth 
century) and, although the material we have in this type of writing is very 
limited, it is clear from comparison of many of the letters with the much better 
known Phoenician script that the Phoenician is the direct descendant of the 
Proto-Sinaitic/Proto-Canaanite. Intermediate forms are found in a variety of 
small inscriptions from Palestine (the el-Khader arrowheads, twelfth century 
BC) and Lebanon (two in Proto-Canaanite and two in Phoenician). There are 
even fragments from as far away as Crete and Sardinia (eleventh century BC), 





4 Phoenician inscribed arrowhead (front and back), 11th century Bc. BM wa 136753 
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which should be especially noted in connection with the spread of the Semitic 
alphabet to the Greeks (discussed below). 

As we shall see, the Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek scripts depend, at least 
according to the common view, on the Phoenician. From the Greek came our 
Latin alphabet and the Cyrillic (Russian) script, and from the Aramaic came 
the Arabic script and most of the scripts used in India. Thus from the Proto- 
Sinaitic/Proto-Canaanite alphabet came the writing systems of a large propor- 
tion of the modern world's population, Chinese being the main exception. 
Although we do not know who invented the new alphabet, the cultural advance 
it constituted is enormously significant. 


The Ugaritic and Similar Alphabets 

Other experiments in alphabet creation were going on at roughly the same 
time in northern Syria and Palestine; we know this from a number of finds, 
but principally from the archives of the ancient city of Ugarit, modern Ras 
Shamra (see map p. 202). From 1929 onwards, large numbers of inscribed clay 
tablets were found in excavations at the site. These are dated to the Late Bronze 
Age c. 1400-1200 Bc and, while many were written in the familiar syllabic 
cuneiform of Akkadian and Hittite, some were written in a previously unknown 


5 Ugaritic literary tablet. 
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cuneiform script (i.e. based, like the Sumero-Akkadian script, on wedge shapes) 
written from left to right. H. Bauer, E. Dhorme and C. Virolleaud worked 
on its decipherment at the same time, the first two having been engaged (on 
opposite sides!) in cipher work during World War I. 

The decipherers worked in different ways, but what follows will give a basic 
idea of the kinds of logic used. It was quickly realised that the new script, 
despite being cuneiform, was alphabetic, since it clearly had only thirty signs 
in all. This was the basic working assumption. À second assumption, derived 
from knowledge of the linguistic history of the region, was that the language 
was probably West Semitic, akin to Phoenician and Hebrew, using like them 
a consonantal alphabet. These assumptions lead one to expect certain typical 
West Semitic prefixes and suffixes as well as, for example, traditional West 
Semitic ways of writing introductory formulae. Also it was noticed that a special 
sign was frequently used as a word-separator, just as we separate words by 
leaving a space between them. 
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Several texts and some brief inscriptions began with the same sign — YYf . 
Thus we find YY XX 4 YY and TIT B= BB >, Since there is a well-known 
West Semitic formula of using the preposition /l/, ‘for, concerning’, in the 
titles of texts and in ownership marks, it was guessed that TY stood for 
L Similarly /-m/ and /-t/ are very common West Semitic endings used to mark 
plurals and feminine gender. Signs ^Y and »— seemed to fit the bill, since 
they occurred frequently at the ends of words. The group X YYY % occurred 
a number of times. This is a very rare pattern in West Semitic (i.e. initial 
and final consonants of a word identical). The only likely candidate was the 
word for ‘three’, šIš, so it was supposed that 4 represented /$/ (a supposition 
which was later refined to /t/, a sound not preserved in Phoenician and Hebrew, 
where it merged with /$/) Further guesswork led to the identification of 
YY Æ < as Ib'l, ‘to (the god) Ba‘al’, and »3 YY &- (>Y ) as mlk(m), 
‘king(s)’. By this kind of procedure and with little delay, all the signs were 
identified and the language was confirmed to be a West Semitic one related 
to the later Phoenician and Hebrew languages. 


The hypothetical decipherment 
was regarded as successful because 
it actually worked: the texts could 
be read and understood (on the basis 
of comparison with other Semitic 
languages) and they proved to 
include extremely important myths, 
rituals and administrative docu- 
ments. However, the decipherment 
received its definitive seal of certainty 
when in 1955 a new tablet was found 
at Ugarit which, though it was 
broken, listed the majority of the let- 
ters and gave alongside each one the 
consonantal equivalent as repre- 
sented in the Akkadian cuneiform 
script (with vowel attached, since the 
Sumero-Akkadian system cannot 
express consonants alone). 

The remarkable thing about the 
Ugaritic alphabet, apart from its 
early date, was the fact that it was 
a cuneiform alphabet. This makes it 
look superficially like Akkadian 


7 The Ugaritic cuneiform 
alphabet. 
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cuneiform, but the individual signs are different from the Akkadian signs. No 
doubt the basic technology of writing followed a Mesopotamian model (Akka- 
dian texts were well known in the West at this time), but the actual forms 
of the letters seem to have been inspired at least in part by the linear alphabet 
of the Proto-Canaanite/Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions. 
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Ugarit also gives us our first glimpse of an established ordering of the letters 
of the alphabet, since an abecedary text was found in 1948 which simply 
lists the letters in order: 'a, b, g, h, d, h, w, z, h, t, y, k, $1, m d, n, t, 
S, ‘, P, $, q, r, t, é, t, ’i, ’u, 3. The last three appear to be additional and 
so we have basically a twenty-seven-letter system which has been expanded 
by the addition of ’i, ’u and $8, a special s-sound used outside literary texts 
in words of Hurrian origin and in texts actually im Hurrian, since the Ugaritic 
cuneiform alphabet was also used at Ugarit for this language. This cuneiform 
alphabet is a ‘long’ alphabet by comparison with the ‘short’ twenty-two-letter 
alphabet used for Phoenician and Hebrew. 

The sound represented as ' in transliteration is the glottal stop between two 
vowels, heard today in Glasgow and Cockney dialects of English in the pronun- 
ciation of words such as ‘bottle’ as /bo'el/, and between the /e/ and the /o/ 
of modern German beobacbten. In the Ugaritic script there are three varieties 
of this letter aleph (as it is called in Hebrew). Apparently the two extra forms 
of aleph, ’i and ’u, were devised as aids to help indicate the vowel following 
the aleph (or sometimes in front of it), though without any distinction in vowel 
length. Occasionally these signs seem to be used as pure vowel signs without 
the glottal stop, though this is not normal. It is best to regard the emergence 
of the three alepbs as an intrusion of syllabic writing into an otherwise conso- 
nantal system. The Ugaritic scribes who developed the long cuneiform alphabet 
may have been inspired in this regard by the existence of certain syllabic cunei- 
form signs which were sometimes used simply to indicate a vowel. The Ugaritic 
forms of ’i and ’u may actually be derived from the Akkadian signs for i and 
ú. Like the letter $, they may have been devised especially to assist with the 
writing of non-Semitic words. 

There are other cuneiform alphabetic inscriptions of similar date, perhaps 
a little later, from the area to the south of Ugarit. These appear at various 
sites including Ta'anach, Nahal Tavor and Beth Šemeš in Palestine, Tell Nebi 
Mend in Syria and Sarepta in Lebanon. There is even an inscription from 
Cyprus (Hala Sultan Tekke), though the silver dish on which it is found may 
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be an import from the Levantine coast. 

Some of these other inscriptions, as well as a small number of texts from 
Ugarit itself, are in the shorter alphabet. This shorter repertoire was more 
or less adequate for the later languages of the area, such as Phoenician and 
Hebrew, though it may be noted that at least one of the Hebrew letters was 
pronounced in two different ways which later had to be distinguished by the 
use of additional marks (on this see below). Indeed one of the inscriptions 
in alphabetic cuneiform, the one from Sarepta in Lebanon, seems to be in 
the Phoenician language. 

It is not easy to explain the complex history of the alphabet in this period. 
According to a widespread view, the alphabet was being shortened because 
linguistic changes were taking place which involved the loss of certain sounds. 
Thus Hebrew did not need to represent /h/, /t/, /t/, /&/ or /t/, while /$/ was 
needed, but came to be represented by the otherwise unwanted sign for /t/, 
so that the old letter $ was dropped. The shorter cuneiform alphabet is usually 
seen as a step in this direction. At the same time the sporadic nature of the 
finds has been taken to suggest that the idea of a cuneiform alphabet did 
not really catch on and become popular. It is essentially medium-related and 
depends upon the local availability of suitable clay. More importantly, the 
southern area of Syria/Palestine was under considerable Egyptian influence 
at this time and it appears that writing, using a descendant of the Proto-Sinaitic/ 
Proto-Canaanite script, was normally done on papyrus, which rarely survives 
in this area. 

Recently another theory has been put forward which, while attractive, as 
yet lacks sufficient proof. It is, however, worthy of being recorded here. There 
is some evidence to support the view that the Ugaritic alphabet is an expanded 
version of the shorter cuneiform alphabet which must, therefore, have preceded 
it, rather than a longer prototype of the later shortened alphabet. On this 
view there would have been in the area of Syria/Palestine in the middle of 
the second millennium Bc two alphabets, a linear one and a cuneiform one, 
side by side. The cuneiform version was widespread but much less used. It 
was expanded to allow for extra sounds which were needed as a result of 
southern Semitic — Arabian — influence. The Ugaritic language has a full range 
of consonantal sounds, as do South Arabian and the much later Arabic. There 
are other signs of an Arabian connection in Ugaritic culture. 

A key piece of evidence would be the cuneiform alphabetic text from Beth 
Šemeš, which is in fact an abecedary, though instead of following the established 
West Semitic order (beginning ’, b, g, d ...), it follows the South Arabian 
order (h, 1, h, m ...). (On letter-ordering, see the next section.) This would 
suggest that what we know as the South Arabian letter-order (though only 
from a later date) intruded into Palestine, perhaps with an incoming ethnic 
group, at a very early date. However, there is much that is unproved in this 
neat schema. 
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9 The Beth Šemeš abecedary: cuneiform alphabet with South Arabian letter-order. 


The Ugaritic cuneiform is the only well-known alphabetic cuneiform. There 
is no doubt that the cuneiform alphabets disappeared and the other branch 
of alphabetic tradition, that of the forms descended from the Proto-Sinaitic/ 
Proto-Canaanite script, replaced it. Ugarit itself was destroyed by the Sea 
Peoples c. 1200 Bc, and with it disappeared the Ugaritic alphabet. 


Direction of Writing and Abecedaries 

Since the cuneiform alphabets give us our first coherent evidence on the subject, 
it is appropriate here to add some comments on the direction of writing and 
on the ordering of letters to form the complete alphabet. 

West Semitic texts before the emergence of the Phoenician script are not 
uniform in their direction of writing. The Ugaritic alphabet is written from 
left to right like classical Greek, Latin and English, but there are a few Ugaritic 
texts which follow the opposite pattern, right to left. The earlier Proto-Sinaitic/ 
Proto-Canaanite scripts are very irregular: writing could be in either direction 
or vertical. Some early Greek and South Arabian texts are written boustro- 
phedon (Bovotpogydov) — like an ox ploughing a field: from left to right in 
the first line, right to left in the second, left to right in the third and so on 
(or starting on the right in the first line). In such inscriptions the letters are 
often reversed to face the direction of writing. 

With the settling down of the Phoenician alphabet c. 1100—1050 sc, the 
right-to-left order became fixed and so it has remained for the main Semitic 
scripts which survive to the present day. It may be noted that this fact is of 
some significance in the discussion of the date at which the Greeks received 
the alphabet from the Phoenicians, since in the earliest Greek inscriptions the 
direction is still not fixed (see below). 

The ordering of the alphabet is best established from abecedaries, school 
or practice texts in which a traince lists the letters of the alphabet in the order 
in which he has learnt them. The complete Ugaritic abecedary, referred to 
earlier, clearly established the Ugaritic letter-order. This order is interesting 
not only in itself but, as we have seen, because of what it reveals about the 
development of the Ugaritic alphabet. It seems that the three letters at the 
end, ’i, ’u, $, were added at a secondary stage of development. Apparently 
i and ’u, the additional forms of the letter 'a, were added at the end before 
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8 was finally attached. This avoided disrupting the traditional order. 

The ordering of the Phoenician and Hebrew alphabets is the same as that 
of the basic Ugaritic twenty-seven-letter alphabet, after the removal of b, § 
(replaced by the sign formerly used for /t/), d, t and $: °’, b, g, d, h, w, z, 
h, t y, k, L m, n, s, 5 p, $, q, r, š (old t) t. Hence Ugarit’s claim to have 
established the first alphabet so far known to history, though as we have seen, 
its is not the first alphabetic writing. Reference to another major traditional 
Semitic letter-ordering pattern ïs found in the next section. 

Also of interest are the names of the letters. Many of these correspond to 
the object depicted in the original pictograph from which the letter developed. 
Thus the letter b is called bet in Hebrew, i.e. ‘house’, and the original pictograph 
was a picture of a house. These names go back to the very beginnings of 
the alphabet. Letters added later tended not to have proper names of this 
kind, while the names for the original letters were fixed to such a degree that 
when the Greeks took over the Phoenician alphabet (see below) they retained 
the old names, alpha, beta (&Xqo, Pirta) etc., despite the fact that the names 
were absolutely meaningless in Greek. 


The South Arabian Alphabet 

Directly related to the linear proto-alphabet is the alphabetic system adopted 
in southern Arabia. The inscriptions in this script come from ancient South 
Arabian kingdoms such as those of the Sabaeans and the Minaeans, and the 
earliest may date to c. 500 Bc or earlier, though the script did not die out 
until c. AD 600. Despite all efforts, these inscriptions are notoriously difficult 
to date. 

It is thought that another small group of inscriptions represents the link 
between tbe Proto-Canaanite and the South Arabian scripts. These come not 
from southern Arabia but from Babylonia (seventh century Bc) and from near 
Elath on the Gulf of Aqaba (eighth to seventh centuries Bc). There are also 
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10 South Arabian inscription from Saba, 2nd century Bc. BM wA 103021 
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other inscriptions of an intermediary type from Arabia. These materials are 
called Proto-Arabian and this Proto-Arabian script seems to have branched 
off from Proto-Canaanite c. 1300 Bc. 

In the north of Arabia there are also well-known relatives of the South 
Arabian script, more or less contemporary with it, including the scripts used 
for such languages as Lihyanite, Thamudic and Safaitic. The dating of these 
texts is again difficult. They probably run from several centuries Bc right down 
to the Islamic period. One precisely dated example in this category of script 
is a bilingual in Thamudic script and Nabataean script (though the language 
of the Nabataean part seems in fact to be early Arabic). The Nabataean text 
contains a date which fixes the text at AD 267-8. 

An offshoot of this script was exported to Ethiopia and forms the basis 
of the classical Ethiopic (Ge‘ez) and modern Amharic scripts (see below). The 
first Ge'ez inscriptions were actually written in the monumental South Arabian 
script. 

By careful reconstruction of rather fragmentary evidence, it has been con- 
cluded that the order of the twenty-nine South Arabian letters was as follows: 
h, 1, h, m, q, w, š, r, b (or é), t, s, k, n, h, §, f, ’, ‘, d, g, d, é (or b), t, 
z, d, y, t, $/z. As has been noted above, it has been discovered recently that 
the ordering of the alphabet in southern Arabia has a precedent in one of 
the cuneiform alphabetic texts not from Ugarit, i.e. the Beth Šemeš tablet, 
which gives the alphabet in the South Arabian order. It is therefore likely 
that the South Arabian alphabetic tradition goes right back into the second 
millennium Bc. 


11 The South 
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3 
Consolidation of the Alphabet 
and Export to the West 


Although the main evidence of the Proto-Sinaitic/Proto-Canaanite and even 
cuneiform alphabets is in the south — Palestine, Sinai, etc., with Ugarit an 
outpost of the cuneiform alphabet in the north — some early and much later 
evidence suggests that the Phoenician coast and specifically Byblos may have 
been a major focus of script development. 


The Phoenician, Hebrew and Aramaic Alphabets 

The twenty-two-letter Byblian alphabet (the Phoenician alphabet) evolved 
c. 1050 Bc in a direct line of descent from the earlier linear alphabets. As 
we have seen, the right-to-left orientation of writing and the stylised linear 
character of the letters became fixed at about this time. The inscription of 
the Ahiram sarcophagus, dated c. 1000 Bc, finds the script already in a classic 
form. Other inscriptions, also from Byblos, follow soon after. 
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12 Phoenician inscription of Ahiram. From Byblos, late 11th century Bc. 


A little later the Phoenician script spread and came to be used by kingdoms 
to the north, as is evidenced by ninth-century BC inscriptions from Zincirli 
(Ya'udi/Sam'al) in modern Turkey and from Karatepe (also in Turkey, eighth 
century BC). The latter are especially important since they are in fact bilingual 
in Phoenician and Hieroglyphic Hittite. 

Within the Phoenician orbit, the script was later used in the so-called Punic 
colonies of the Phoenicians around the Mediterranean. Other Phoenician mater- 
ials have been found, for example, at Ur in Mesopotamia and in Cyprus. Most 
of these inscriptions are carved on stone, but a few are in ink and there are 
some signs of a tendency towards more cursive forms. Phoenician and Punic 
inscriptions continued to be produced until the second to third centuries AD. 


12 


13,14 


221 


EARLY ALPHABET 






222 


15 






are (rb a ye wy 
A " Aa "fue 


ib fA d 13 ae A^ i 


13 Phoenician inscription on obelisk from Kition (Cyprus), 4th century BC. BM WA 
125082 





14 Phoenician votive inscription from Idalion (Cyprus), 390 Bc. BM wA 125315 


The Phoenician alphabet spread south to the Hebrews and was adopted 
by the Aramaeans to the east. Both the Hebrews and the Aramaeans were 
at this time establishing kingdoms. The Aramaeans have left a number of monu- 
mental inscriptions, while the Hebrew material is mostly of a less dramatic 
kind, though extensive in the quantity (letters, seals, etc.) which has come to 
light, partly as a result of the intensive archaeological exploration of Palestine. 

Thus three main West Semitic scripts emerged from the earlier Byblian linear 
alphabet. The primary one was the Phoenician, from which the Aramaic and 
Hebrew scripts are usually thought to be derived. The twenty-two-letter Phoeni- 
cian script, which had become stabilised c. 1050 Bc, remained essentially 
unchanged during most of its long life; Phoenician bears the great distinction 
of having been the probable source used by the Greeks for their adoption 
of the alphabet. 


The Phoenician script was at first used unchanged by the Hebrews, who 
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15 Phoenician, Hebrew and Aramaic scripts. 
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accepted the script along with a whole cluster of other cultural traditions from 
the peoples they met when they settled in Palestine. Thus the very earliest 
Hebrew inscription is in the Phoenician script. This is the so-called Gezer Calen- 
dar, a small tenth-century BC stone tablet bearing a brief catalogue of the 
agricultural activities of the year. In fact, it cannot be easily decided linguistically 
whether this text is actually Hebrew or Phoenician. Surprisingly, the best wit- 
ness to the earliest distinctively Hebrew script-form is the ninth-century Bc 
Moabite inscription of King Mesha, the Moabites having used the Hebrew 
script. Y. Aharoni, it may be noted, attempted to identify in a tenth-century 
BC inscription from Arad a transitional script between the Phoenician and 
the Hebrew. 

However, the Phoenician script was not entirely satisfactory from the Hebrew 
point of view. Hebrew has some sounds not represented in Phoenician. At 
least in later periods, one of the letters taken by Hebrew from Phoenician, 
the letter we transliterate as §, was in fact pronounced in Hebrew in two different 
ways, as /$/ (i.e. /sh/) and /$/; the precise manner of articulation of the latter 
is uncertain, but it was different from the other Hebrew s-sounds and may 
have resembled the Welsh /ll/ as in Ilan. Later Hebrew came to distinguish 
the two by placing a dot on the right or left of the letter. It would have been 
feasible to invent a new letter, but writing systems are extraordinarily conser- 
vative once established and the Phoenician model was dominant. Hence no 
such radical innovation was undertaken. 
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19 Hebrew ostracon from Lachish, early 6th century BC. BM wA 125702 


Other Hebrew inscriptions follow in a long series throughout the first mil- 
lennium Bc. These include, for example, the inscription of the royal steward 
Shebaniah from Siloam (eighth to seventh centuries Bc) and ostraca from 
Samaria (eighth century), Arad (seventh to sixth centuries), Yavneh-Yam 
(seventh century) and Lachish (sixth century). There are also clay sealings, 
bullae, from Lachish, Arad and Jerusalem, which were originally attached to 
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papyrus documents. These show the importance of the writing of Hebrew 
on papyrus at this period, though sadly virtually all of it has perished. 
Politically and culturally, ancient Israel was somewhat isolated and as a 
result the developments in the script during this long period are limited. There 
are certain tendencies to a more cursive style, but almost all our sources are 
inscribed on stone and pot and we have very little information about writing 
on soft materials. A good example of a stone inscription is the Siloam tunnel 
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inscription (eighth century BC), which is probably meant to be a formal monu- 
mental inscription but actually contains many cursive features, with down- 
strokes curving to the left. The cursive form seems to have been normal and 
there may have been no Hebrew tradition of royal inscriptions requiring a 
monumental script. 

The Hebrew script, having been in decline from the time of the Babylonian 
exile (sixth century Bc), when Aramaic was in the ascendant, was eventually 
abandoned by the Jewish community in favour of the Aramaic script. The 
old script, called in later Jewish tradition k¢tab ‘ibri, ‘Hebrew script’, did not, 
however, disappear immediately. Among the Dead Sea Scrolls there are 
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the return from exile in Babylon. According to the Mishnah, a collection of 
Jewish legal judgements compiled c. ap 200, the Law scroll (Torah), when 
written in the old Hebrew script (as it was by the Samaritans), did not have 
about it the same sanctity as adhered to a normal scroll in the Jewish Aramaic 
script. 

The Aramaic script, derived from the Phoenician in about the eleventh to 
tenth centuries BC, was the most vibrant of the three scripts. Not only did 
it ultimately supplant the other two, it also spread far beyond the area of 
the Aramaean people and became a script of convenience for Assyrians, Persians 
and others and was used in Egypt, Arabia, Cilicia, Anatolia, Afghanistan, etc. 
At first Aramaic basically used the Phoenician script, as evidenced by Aramaic 
inscriptions from Zincirli, Hamath and Damascus 22 
in the ninth to eighth centuries BC. But, as a t a^ 
result of its international currency under the 
Assyrians and the powers which succeed- 
ed them, it developed extremely rapidly, 
diverging from Phoenician from the 
eighth century BC onwards and becoming 
increasingly cursive and more and more 
simplified. The Aramaic language 





22 Aramaic inscription on stele of King 
Zakkur of Hamath, c. 780—775 Bc. Louvre Ao 
8185 


23 Aramaic funerary stele from Neirab 
(Syria), 7th century Bc. Louvre Ao 3027 
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24 Aramaic papyrus from 
Elephantine (Egypt), 5th 
century BC. BL Or Pap cvi AB 


and a rather cursive form of 
the script were used, for 
example, by Adon, the king 
of a city-state in Phoenicia in 
c. 600 Bc in his letter, fortu- 
nately preserved on papyrus, 
to the Pharaoh. Gradually a 
difference between formal 
and cursive styles developed. 
The cursive is better known 
and is attested mainly on 
papyrus and leather 
from Egypt (sixth to third centuries Bc), including papyri from Hermopolis 
and Elephantine and the Arsham documents, and from Wadi Daliyeh near 
Jericho (fourth-century Bc documents of Samaritan families). However, despite 
the rapid cursivisation which took place (almost a shorthand developed), the 
Aramaic script retained, as a result of international use, a virtually complete 
homogeneity until about a century after the collapse of the Persian Empire, 
the last cohesive force holding it together. 

Again there were sounds which were inadequately represented by the Phoeni- 
cian script, but no new signs were added. Indeed, to some extent developments 
in the Aramaic language, such as the disappearance of the sounds /d/ and 
/t/, relieved the problem of the absence of signs for these. 

It is worth noting a recent discovery which could have a profound effect 
on our perception of the way (outlined in the previous paragraphs) in which 
the Aramaic script relates to the Phoenician script. This is the long inscription, 
a bilingual in Aramaic and in Assyrian cuneiform, from Tell Fakhariyah (ancient 
Sikanu) found in 1979 near Tell Halaf in north-east Syria. The date of this 
inscription, while not precisely known, is certainly not earlier than the ninth 
century BC, yet the script is peculiar by comparison with other, slightly later, 
Aramaic inscriptions which are probably more strongly under Phoenician 
influence. Awareness of this influence is the basis of the traditional view outlined 
above, that the Aramaic script derived from the Phoenician. 

However, some of the peculiarities of script of the new inscription are shared 
with earlier forms of the linear script. For example, the letter ‘ayin appears 
with a dot in the centre: ©. The dot had disappeared from the Phoenician 
form of ‘ayin much earlier. Therefore, it is possible that there existed in the 
East an early offshoot of the Proto-Canaanite script which developed indepen- 
dently before being replaced by the more dominant script-form of the Aramaic 
of the West. At the time of writing, however, this view has not yet found 
wide acceptance — it is quite revolutionary and will take some time to evaluate. 

There are other minor scripts worth noting which are derived from Phoeni- 
cian either directly or via Hebrew or Aramaic. The Moabite script, attested 
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principally in the Mesha inscription of c. 850 Bc, derives from Hebrew (though 17 
it predates most of our evidence for Hebrew). It was used in central Jordan, 
south of Amman. By the sixth century Bc it had come under Aramaic influence. 
The Ammonite script further north (around Amman) may derive from Aramaic 
(the Aramaic of Damascus) or show strong Aramaic influence. The evidence 
of an Edomite script tradition in southern Jordan is meagre. Edomite is repre- 
sented in the seventh to sixth centuries Bc by seals, weights, fragmentary ostraca 
and fragmentary writings on stone. L. G. Herr identified a southern Palestinian/ 
Transjordanian grouping of scripts, including Moabite and Edomite with 
Hebrew, while J. Naveh emphasises the Aramaic influence on the Edomite 
script (from the seventh century Bc onwards). There is virtually no evidence 
of a Philistine script and none of these minor scripts had any long-term signifi- 
cance. 

Gradually, then, from as early as the ninth to eighth centuries Bc, the Phoeni- 
cian, Hebrew and Aramaic scripts had begun to diverge to some extent, forming 15 
national script-traditions, though the Aramaic one would have to be called 
an international rather than a national script. 

Finally, before moving on, we may note one other feature, the use initially 
by Aramaic and then also by Hebrew (and the minor scripts) of vowel-letters, 
i.e. the occasional use of certain consonants, particularly h, w and y, to represent 
vowels. Aramaic from an early date used them for vowels within words as 
well as at the end of words. Hebrew at first used them only at the ends of 
words, but gradually extended this use to the internal vowels. Thus the Hebrew 
h could stand for /o/, /a/ or /e/ at the end of a word. The letters w and 
y were typically used to represent /u/ and /i/, normally /ü/ and /i/. Not all 
the vowels could be represented in this way even when the system, which 
was never used totally consistently, was fully operational, but this development 
does show that the lack of vowels was seen as a problem. 


The Export of the Alphabet to Greece 

There is a widely accepted view that the Greeks learned the alphabet from 
the peoples of the Phoenician coast (see B.F. Cook, Greek Inscriptions, pp. 
264—7). This can be clearly demonstrated by a comparison of the Phoenician 
and early Greek letters. Some of the letters — A is a good example — even 
retain an element of the pictograph, in this case the drawing of a bull's head 
( V), now upside down and without eyes! The Greek name for this letter 
is alpha (&Xqo), a word which is meaningless in Greek (apart from referring 
to this particular letter) but which means ‘bull’ in West Semitic languages 
(e.g. Ugaritic ’alpu, Hebrew 'elef ). This is true of almost all the Greek letter- 
names. The letter-order in Phoenician and Greek is basically the same, though 
some supplementary letters were developed and added to the alphabetic order: 
Y, 6, X, V, Q. The ascription of the alphabet to the Phoenicians was firmly 
embedded in Greek historical tradition as found in the works of the fifth-century 
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25,26,27 


BC Greek historian Herodotus. The letters are called phoinikeia grammata 
(Mowry wu Fpáuuarta), ‘Phoenician letters’, and were supposed to have been 
brought to Greece by the legendary Kadmos. 

Much less certain are the date and the route of the transmission of the 
alphabet to the Greeks. The arguments are complex. On the question of date, 
we should first note the varieties of the earliest Greek script, which is first 
known to us in the eighth century Bc. Forms of letters vary considerably and 
the earliest Greek inscriptions are sometimes written from left to right, some- 
times right to left and sometimes boustrophedon (see p. 218). On the other 
hand, the similarities between the Greek scripts, including the use of certain 
letters to represent vowels (below), clearly indicate a single common origin. 
The need to allow time for the diversification of the Greek scripts suggests 
a date for the import of the alphabet well before the eighth century Bc. 


Med qd] FTF AE er P predio 
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26 Early Greek inscription from Ephesus, 6th century BC. BM GR 1867. 11—12. 441 





Early Greek Alphabets: 8th—7th centuries BC 





27 Early Greek alphabets, 8th—7th centuries Bc. 


Further, it can be argued that certain of the forms of letters taken over 
by the Greeks, for example the short o with a dot in it (©) reflecting the 
pictograph of an eye (the corresponding Semitic letter is called ‘ayin, meaning 
‘eye’), are quite early forms, also indicating a very early date. Again, by the 
eighth century BC, the right-to-left direction of writing was already the rule 
in the scripts derived from Phoenician, so that it is hard to imagine the Greeks 
borrowing the script at that late date and still being uncertain on direction. 
The likeliest earlier date would be c. 1100—1050 sc. Against this, however, 
we have to place the fact that at the moment our earliest Greek evidence is 
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of c. 740—730 nc. Further, some of the evidence may be uncertain; as we 
have seen, the supposedly very early dotted o is now found in an Aramaic 
inscription of the ninth century Bc. Hence suggestions of an earlier date for 
the Greek alphabet remain speculative and are a matter of heated debate among 
scholars. 

As to the route by which the alphabet passed to the Greeks, there is almost 
universal agreement that Phoenicia was the starting point. We have seen that 
native Greek tradition supposed this. There is, however, room for debate about 
where the encounter with the Phoenician alphabet took place. it need not 
have been in mainland Greece and the context may well have been commercial 
activity. The point of contact might have been in the Ugaritic region, since 
there were Greek settlements there in the late ninth century Bc (e.g. Tell Sukas), 
though we may note also the occurrence of Phoenician inscriptions in Cyprus 
and Sardinia. But much of this is speculation and we cannot absolutely exclude 
another possible route. We have seen that there is evidence in the ninth century 
BC of an independent, eastern Aramaic script-tradition with affinities with early 
Greek script. Further, the names of many of the Greek letters (alpha, beta, 
gamma, delta) have an /-a/ suffix which is a distinctive feature of Aramaic 
of all types (though it could have other explanations in these Greek letter- 
names). North-east Syria, the Aramaean homeland, had its own routes of con- 
tact with the Greek world which ran through Anatolia and did not involve 
Phoenicia. This could be a source for the early Greek script and would eliminate 
some of the arguments for an eleventh-century borrowing of the script, bringing 
us back to the traditional date of the ninth or eighth centuries Bc. 

Although the Greeks basically played a secondary role to the western Semitic 
peoples, they added a new dimension to alphabetic writing. A number of the 
Phoenician letters which were not needed for consonants in particular Greek 
dialects were put to use to represent vowels. The Phoenician letter ‘ayin, written 
as a circle and representing a guttural not found in Greek, came to be used 
for the vowel /o/. The Phoenician letter be ultimately came to be used for 
le/ (E) and yod for /i/ (I). Similarly, the sign for the glottal stop, aleph C), 
was used as A. The sign for fricative (dotted) /h/ (pronounced as a roughly 
breathed aitch, as in a stage whisper) came to be used for /é/ as Greek H. 
Another originally Phoenician sign was adapted for use as /u/ü/, the latter 
as in German über, French sur (Greek Y), and finally ordinary O was modified 
by being opened at the bottom to produce Q, long /o/. Some of these develop- 
ments were at first confined to the Ionic dialect of Greek, but eventually they 
spread and Greek had letters to represent /a/, /e/, /e/, /i/, /o/, /6/ and /u/ü/ 
(A, E, H, I, O, Q, Y): a full range of essential vowels. This meant that a 
true alphabet was for the first time in operation, an alphabet in which not 
only consonants but vowels too were represented. This was, of course, an 
enormous advance on the Phoenician and other Semitic systems, though, as 
we have seen, certain consonant-signs (especially in Aramaic) were adapted 
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for use also as vowels. The Semitic scripts eventually introduced alphabetic 
vowel-notation by adding signs above and below the consonants. One of the 
Syriac scripts, ironically, made the transition to representing vowels by re- 
importing the Greek vowel-signs and adding them above and below the line! 

Greek also invented, in addition to the sign for /6/ (Q), special signs for 
/ph/, /kh/ and /ps/ (®, X, W), adding them with Y and Q to the end of 
its alphabet. 

Some archaic dialects of Greek included letters derived from Phoenician 
(or Proto-Canaanite) which did not survive with their original value — for 
example, digamma, pronounced /w/, from Phoenician waw, shaped roughly 
like our F (and, in fact, the source of our F). There seem to have been eastern 
and western variants of the Greek alphabet. The most important eastern variant 
was the Ionic form, including various other scripts of Asia Minor and eastern 
Greece. Àn example of the variation is the different treatment of the signs 
for Phoenician /h/ and /h/. In the East these were used for /e/ and /&/ (Greek 
E and H), but in the West the Phoenician H was used for both /e/ and /é/, 
while the Phoenician H was used for a breathy version of aitch — a sound 
similar to its original Phoenician sound. After several twists and turns of devel- 
opment, the Ionic alphabet of Miletus was officially adopted in Athens in 
403/2 BC and comes to us as the ‘classical’ Greek alphabet, in which the direc- 
tion of writing — left to right — had become invariable. The other, variant, 
alphabets gradually died out. The classical Greek alphabet runs as follows: 
A, B, r, A, E, Z, H, 9, I, K, A, M, N, =, O, H, P, X, T, Y, o, X, M, 
Q (i.e. A, B, G, D, E, Z, E, Th, I, K, L, M, N, Ks, O, P, R, S, T, U, Ü, 
Ph, Kh, Ps, O). 

A number of offshoots of the Greek alphabet developed for other languages, 
and such offshoots had to adapt to the repertoires of sounds used in those 
languages. We may note Lycian (in southern Asia Minor), Coptic (in Egypt) 
and Etruscan (in Italy, where there were Greek colonies, for example, on the 
island of Pithecusa from c. 775 Bc). Etruscan inscriptions are found from very 
early on; the Etruscans must have received the alphabet in about the eighth 
century Bc. The Etruscan alphabet at first had twenty-six letters (written from 
right to left or boustrophedon), perhaps borrowed from Greek colonists from 
Chalcis in Euboea, though this number had been reduced by the end of the 
fifth century Bc to a standard form representing twenty letters: /a/, /e/, /i/, 
hal, /g~k/, /v/ (i.e. digamma), /z/, lhl, /th/, M, /mf/, /n/, /pl, san (an extra 
s derived ultimately from Phoenician), /r/, /s/, /t/, /ph/, /kh/, /f/. The latest 
dated Etruscan inscription comes from the first century AD; the Etruscan script 
was completely superseded, one could say swamped, by the Latin script as 
it spread with the Roman Empire. It is possible that the Etruscan script is 
the ancestor of the various runic scripts of northern Europe. 

Other later derivatives of the Greek script (with some Latin elements) may 
be noted, particularly the Cyrillic script (ninth century AD) and its associated 
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scripts used for various Slavic languages. Other Slavs, including the Poles and 
the Czechs, were to adopt the Latin script with modifications. For further 
discussion of these important scripts see D. Diringer, Writing, pp. 156 ff. 


The Latin Alphabet 

Our own alphabet is, of course, derived — though not directly — from that 
of the Greeks. The mediators were the Etruscans, whose script was transmitted 
to the Romans. The Roman or Latin script (Latin being the name of the Romans' 
language) is very similar to our own, apart from certain minor modifications 
introduced in the Middle Ages. Early Latin inscriptions go back to the seventh 
to sixth centuries BC, a date at which the direction of writing was still from 
right to left (or even boustrophedon as in the early Greek inscriptions). 

The procedure of transmission to the Romans was complex but can be 
explained as follows (note that capitals or upper-case letters are used consis- 
tently in this section to refer to letter-forms, and small or lower-case letters 
between slashes to refer to sounds, as the lower-case Latin forms did not actually 
emerge until later). 

The Etruscans had no distinct /g/ sound and used the G-sign (like a modern 
C) for /k/. The old K-sign thus ceased to be of use, being replaced by C (pro- 
nounced as in ‘cat’), and it was basically without any K that the alphabet 
came to the Romans, though for obscure reasons they did retain K for a very 
few specific words. The Romans, unlike the Etruscans, did need to represent 
/g/ and, since the old G-sign had already been used to represent /k/, which 
they also needed, they invented a new sign for /g/ by adding a stroke to the 
existing C, thereby producing G. In the letter-order it took the place of the 
Greek Z, which was not essential for Latin, though Z was secondarily reintro- 
duced into the Latin alphabet to help with the writing of words of Greek 
origin and thus came to stand at the end of the alphabet. The Romans did 
not need to represent /th/ or /ks/ (©, E), or the sounds /ph/, /kh/, /ps/ and 
lol, for which Greek had added letters at the end of the alphabet (®, in practice 
replaced by F, a derivative of the archaic Greek digamma and ultimately derived 
from Phoenician waw, X, W and Q). They did need to represent /u/ü/, Greek 
Y, which, in the form of V, was used for both /v/ and /u/, while I stood 
for /i/ and the consonant /y/. At a secondary stage Y was reintroduced as 
a separate letter, like Z, though added to the letter-order before Z. It, too, 
was used in words of Greek origin. Thus the Roman alphabet was as follows: 
A, B, C (=/k/), D, E F, G, H, I, K, L, M, N, O, P, Q (derived from an 
archaic Greek letter), R (originally in its Greek form P, identical with the 
sign we use for /p/), S, T, V, X (a derivative of Greek = /ks/, not the Greek 
X [/kh/]), Y, Z. Other differences between the Greek and Latin scripts (e.g. 
in the forms of Latin D v. Greek A, C/G v. T, L v. A and S v. X) are explained 
by the fact that the Latin forms are western variants transmitted via Euboean 
colonies. Much later, in the Middle Ages, U was distinguished from V and 
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consonantal J from I, and finally, in the eleventh century Ap, W (double-U) 
came into existence, though it is still not used in all European languages. It 
is pronounced as /v/ in German, while the German V normally stands for 
If/. 

From the Latin alphabet came all the western European scripts. Gradually 
a distinction developed between different styles of writing, notably between 
upper-case and lower-case letters, also called majuscules and minuscules; the 
latter were particularly characteristic of normal handwriting. In the Middle 
Ages, national handwriting styles developed. What we call ‘Italic’ is one of 
these. In Britain and Ireland there developed the Anglian/Irish script characteris- 
tic of some of the great monastic manuscripts of the Middle Ages such as 
the Book of Kells (c. ap 800). The Irish national script has been abandoned 
relatively recently, as has the ‘Gothic’ script formerly used by German printers. 
As we have noted, some of the eastern European peoples adopted a modified 
form of the Greek script (Russian, etc.). Others have used a version of the 
Latin script modified by the use of special ‘accents’, as in C, I, Ø. 

A relatively modern case of adaptation is that of Turkish. Ottoman Turkish 
used the Arabic alphabet for the Turkish language, which is totally unrelated 
structurally to Arabic despite strong cultural links through Islam and many 
Arabic loan-words into Turkish. In 1928, as part of a Europeanisation pro- 
gramme, Atatürk replaced the Arabic script with the Latin script, modified 
by the addition of the following: c/C (/ch/), &/G (soft /g/y/), i/l, 1/1 (neutral 
short vowel similar to the second vowel of ‘cousin’), 6/O (as in German), 
s/§ (/sh/), ü/Ü (also as in German); c/C is used for /j/ as in ‘jam’. 
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4 
Alphabetic Scripts in the Late 
Antique Middle East 


From the eighth century Bc onwards, the newly developed alphabet had con- 
siderable success not only among the Greeks but also with the Assyrians, the 
Babylonians and then the Persians. This success is closely bound up with the 
importance of the Aramaic language, which became a lingua franca for diplo- 
macy and trade. Aramaic and the Aramaic variety of the alphabet were thus 
dispersed over a wide area from Egypt to northern India. As in the case of 
Greek, non-Semitic languages made use of the alphabet. 

It may have been under the inspiration of the Aramaic alphabet that the 
Persians attempted to invent a cuneiform alphabet for Old Persian, though 
all that was achieved was a much simplified syllabic script. 

We have seen that Aramaic was used as an official language by the Assyrians, 
Babylonians and Persians. After the collapse of the Persian Empire, the Imperial 
Aramaic language and script, which had been more or less unified across the 
Empire, began to break up, and local dialects and scripts developed. The main 
local variants were Jewish, Nabataean, Palmyrene, Hatran and Syriac. In 
addition there is the Mandaic script, which is attested later but actually goes 
back to a script contemporary with those already mentioned. It may be noted, 
although there is no need to go into the details, that the increasing use of 
joined-up, cursive forms in some of these scripts — the Jewish script, the Syriac 
and the Nabataean (along with Arabic, derived from the same script tradition) 
— led, first, to the emergence of ‘final’ forms of letters (i.e. forms taken by 
particular letters at the end of a word, resulting basically from the fact that 
there was no need to join up with what followed), and, second, to the develop- 
ment of special conventions about how to make joins, if any, on the right 
and left of each letter. 

The so-called Jewish script is the form of the western Aramaic script which 
developed in Palestine in the service of the Jewish community. At first it existed 
alongside the Hebrew script, which was a continuation of the old Hebrew 
script discussed earlier. Gradually, however, the old Hebrew script fell into 
general disuse and the Aramaic script began to be used even for writing the 
Hebrew language. It was used for manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible from as 
early as the third century Bc (Dead Sea Scrolls text of the Book of Exodus). 
In the inter-testamental period, the majority of the Dead Sea Scrolls texts are 
in this script, which is also attested in early papyri (e.g. the Nash papyrus 
of the second century BC) and inscriptions, some in mosaic, including synagogue 
inscriptions. 


z cxx 





È H are ye T ov 
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28 Jewish (Square Hebrew) script: Pentateuch with Tiberian vowel signs, 
early 10th century AD. BL Or 4445 f98r 


The early history of the script can be divided into three phases: Old Jewish 
(250—150 Bc); Hasmonaean (after the Hasmonaean dynasty, 150-30 Bc); and 
Herodian (30 Bc — AD 70). Spread throughout the Jewish diaspora, this newly 
adopted script in due course became the so-called square script — in Hebrew 
k*tab m*rubba', ‘square script’, or k°tab 'assuri, ‘Assyrian script’, referring 
to its approximate place of origin — the standard Jewish book-hand used for 
all formal purposes. The modern printed forms are as follows (right to left): 


Wwe SP Poo aa os Fe re aa: 
t$ rqs p‘ snml kythzwhd gb’ 


This is known today, somewhat inaccurately, as the Hebrew script. It was 
used even for Babylonian Jewish Aramaic (i.e. an Aramaic script adopted for 
Hebrew, naturalised as the ‘Hebrew’ script and then used once more for Ara- 
maic!). Throughout the Middle Ages it was the standard form of the Jewish/ 
Hebrew script. Alongside there developed a cursive hand, one version of which 
is seen in the Rashi script (associated with the scholar of that name who died 
in AD 1105), while another ultimately produced the modern Hebrew cursive. 


At a rather uncertain date, probably from the fifth to sixth centuries AD, 


to which time belong some of the materials recovered at the end of the last 
century from a Cairo synagogue, Hebrew began to develop systems for adding 
the vowels and other signs to the consonantal alphabetic texts. The only mark 
needed to distinguish confusable consonants was that used to distinguish /8/ 
and /$/, which for centuries used the same sign. A dot was placed on the 
left above the letter to indicate /$/ and a dot on the right to indicate /$/. 
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(Some earlier traditions use a dot within the letter, or a second small $ -sign 
above the letter, to indicate pronunciation of the sign as /$/, with a small 
s to indicate pronunciation as /$/.) Other dots were used (as in Syriac, below) 
to distinguish variations in pronunciation of certain consonants, notably b, 
g, d, k, p, t, which could in certain circumstances be pronounced as ‘aspirates’ 
(/p/ > /ph/, /t/ > /th/, etc.), and also to indicate doubling of consonants 
(which is not properly indicated in any of the scripts we have dealt with thus 
far). 
For vowels, the problem was much greater. Earlier, the consonants w, y, 
h and, to a certain extent, ' had sometimes been used to represent vowels 
rather than consonants; but now, especially in view of the decline of the Hebrew 
language and consequent uncertainties about correct pronunciation (particu- 
larly of vowels), scholars began to add marks to the text — in the first place 
to the Biblical text — to clarify the pronunciation. Several systems emerged. 
The Jewish community in Mesopotamia during the fifth to sixth centuries AD, 
probably influenced by the use of dots for this purpose in Nestorian Syriac 
(see below), developed a system of supralinear marks, i.e. marks placed above 
the line of consonants. This is called the Babylonian system. In Palestine, an 
earlier so-called Palestinian system gave way in the eighth to ninth centuries 
AD to a complex and fairly comprehensive system of supralinear and sublinear 
dots and strokes representing a rather elaborate series of distinctions between 
vowels. This is the Tiberian system, which subsequently became totally domi- 
28 nantandis used in the later manuscript tradition, especially of Biblical texts. 
The other major western script form is that of the Nabataeans, the people 
of the Arab kingdom of Petra, which flourished in the first century Bc and the 
15 first century Ap. The Arab peoples of the area had been using a northern version 
of the South Arabian script for some time, but the Nabataeans used the 
Aramaic language and script for public purposes from the fourth century Bc 
29 onwards. Most of the formal inscriptions come from Petra in Jordan, Mada’in 
Salih, the Nabataean outpost in Saudi Arabia, and southern Syria, though 
there are a few from as far afield as Rome, where there was a Nabataean 
merchant colony. The dates of the main inscriptions, many of them tomb- 
inscriptions, extend from the second century Bc to the annexation of the Naba- 
taean state by the Romans in AD 105—6. Thereafter, literally thousands of 
short Nabataean inscriptions and graffiti exist, especially from Sinai and south- 
ern Jordan/northern Saudi Arabia. Even in formal inscriptions on stone, the 
Nabataean script is notably cursive in character. Letters are frequently joined 


o JV Van diua nyysi 
miit Von qur Pay Av 


y b C 
NAY 35) A ie alia swan? mba qr 


238 29 Nabataean formal inscription from Petra, 1st century AD. 
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and many of the letters have a very rounded shape. A few examples of Naba- 
taean, written in ink on papyrus and on wall-plaster (c. AD 100 onwards) 
have survived. These show that there was a cursive Nabataean alongside the 
monumental or formal script. (We will return to Nabataean in connection 
with Arabic.) 

In the East, a whole variety of Aramaic scripts developed. The interrelation 
between these is a matter of dispute. J. Naveh would trace their origin back 
to an ancestor in the Seleucid period (c. 300 Bc onwards). 

Palmyrene is the very widely attested Aramaic dialect and script of Palmyra/ 
Tadmir in the Syrian desert. The texts date from the mid-first century Bc 
to the destruction of Palmyra by the Romans in Ap 272. Palmyra in the Roman 
period was a major trading centre; the longest of the Palmyrene texts, a bilingual 
in Palmyrene Aramaic and Greek, is a taxation tariff. Trade connections took 
the Palmyrene script to other places, some not far away, such as Dura Europos 
on the Euphrates, but others at a great distance. Of particular interest is the 
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Palmyrene inscription from South Shields, Roman Arbeia, in the north-east 
of England, carved on behalf of a Palmyrene merchant for his deceased British 
wife. It probably dates to the early third century Ap. 

The Palmyrene script existed in two main varieties, a monumental and a 
cursive one, though the latter is little known and the evidence mostly from 
materials found outside Palmyra itself. The Syriac script of Edessa in southern 
Turkey, dealt with in more detail below, is often regarded as derived from 
or closely related to the Palmyrene — similarities are found in the following 
letters: ’, b, g, d, w, h, y, k, l, m, n, ‘, r and t — though a strong case 
can also be made for connecting Syriac closely with a northern Mesopotamian 
script-family represented principally in texts from Hatra, a city more or less 
contemporary with Palmyra in Upper Mesopotamia. The Hatran Aramaic 
inscriptions (approximately four hundred in number) extend in date from the 
late first century to the third century Ap. Closely related inscriptions have 
been found at Ashur and in south-east Turkey (second century AD). Hatra 
was under the influence of the Romans' great eastern rival, the Parthians, and 
provides a link with more easterly regions which also adopted the Aramaic 
language and/or script. 

A southern Mesopotamian group of scripts is represented by Mandaic, used 
by the Mandaeans of southern Iraq, a religious community with Gnostic and 
Jewish-Christian characteristics. The Mandaic script is unique as an Aramaic 
offshoot in that it took the use of vowel-letters to a logical conclusion: all 
vowels are represented in this way, so that the vowels are incorporated into 
the main line of writing and no additional markings are needed to indicate 
their existence. Its basic letter-forms seem to belong to a southern Mesopota- 
mian group of Aramaic scripts. The Mandaic may be related to the Elymaic 
script (Elymais, Khuzistan, at the head of the Arabian Gulf). The latter is 
known from coins and rock-inscriptions of the second to third centuries AD. 
There are, however, strong resemblances also between Mandaic and Naba- 
taean, and it may be suspected that there is some western influence involved. 
The Mandaean sect, which still survives in southern Iraq, claimed to have 
come from Palestine, and there is much internal evidence from the Mandaean 
religious literature to support this claim. 

There are Aramaic inscriptions from as far afield as Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
while the Aramaic script was later used for the writing of various non-Semitic 
languages such as Middle Iranian (Pahlavi) and Uighür (which is Turkic). In 
India, too, offshoots of the Aramaic script developed. We may note the Brahmi 
script (seventh century BC) from which most of the scripts used in India devel- 
oped and the Kharosthi script (fifth century Bc). Minor derivatives of the Ara- 
maic script were used for inscriptions found at Nisa in Turkmenistan (Parthian 
ostraca) and Armazi in Georgia (second century AD). The Armenian and Geor- 
gian scripts were created in the fifth century Ap and also have an Aramaic 
origin. 


EARLY ALPHABET 
uas o mm vd pande 


DEDATOULSTLAS mIa amA YK OF QW, 
qeEGHaReJUADRS ROLE oom - kORTE USO) 
EMOAPALCPAA feoathowtpe7, = fh unt+harps 
TH FiRhunged FADAL ae M —- 
CaAL  KEm0hmeeenüiHueh * * + v 








31 Ethiopic Gospels (Christ healing two blind men), Ap 1664—5. BL Or 510 f51a 





While the development of the Aramaic scripts continued, older script forms 
survived in a very few places and underwent their own developments. As we 
have seen, the old Hebrew script was for the most part replaced by the Aramaic 
script, but it did not disappear completely. It survived, right down to the modern 
period, in use among the Jews’ Samaritan neighbours, both for Samaritan 21 
Hebrew and for Samaritan Aramaic. 

A much more important backwater from the point of view of script — no 
denigration of the culture or literature is implied — is Ethiopia. The classical 
Ethiopian script is closely connected with the old South Arabian script (above, 31 
p. 219), which disappeared from southern Arabia when the Arabic language 
and script took over. The first Ethiopic inscriptions were written in the monu- 
mental South Arabian script. For Ethiopic use, the South Arabian alphabet 
was first reduced from twenty-nine to twenty-four letters and these were then 
expanded with new inventions to twenty-six. In addition there are labialised 
forms of certain letters (q, h, k, g) representing /qu/ (as in ‘quick’), /gw/ (as 
in ‘Gwent’), etc. The Ethiopian script, written from left to right, continues 
in use to the present day, though seven extra letters are used for the modern 
official language of Ethiopia, which is called Amharic. 

The Ethiopian script is unique among the Semitic scripts in that it has adapted 
a consonantal script by adding extra strokes to each consonant in a more 
or less regular pattern to indicate the vowel following that consonant. This 
development took place in about the fourth century Ap. In theory, the twenty- 
six consonants could have markers added to them so as to indicate the following 32 
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vowel as /a/, /u/, /i/, /a/, /é/, /o/ and /e/ or no vowel, producing 182 different 
syllables, each consisting of consonant plus vowel. To these are to be added 
five forms of each of the labialised consonants (i.e. a further twenty syllables). 
Adding the seven Amharic consonants (multiplied by seven for the vowels), 
we have a grand total of 251 syllabic signs. The basic characteristic features 
of the form of each vowel remain just about recognisable, but in practice 
the vowel-markers came to be incorporated into the form of the consonants 
in a variety of ways, so that the student of this script really has to learn all 
251 forms as if they were a syllabary. As a writing system this is almost as 
cumbersome as syllabic cuneiform, but the Ethiopic script has survived well 
and boasts an unrivalled beauty and elegance, despite the fact that the letters 
are never joined. Like ancient South Arabian (and some northern scripts), it 
uses a word-separator (in the form of two dots, one above the other). 

The alphabetic order of Ethiopic is similar to that of South Arabian (h, 
L h, m ...) and the names of the letters, thought until recently to be modern 
intrusions from the Hebrew tradition, may in fact be very ancient. It can be 
argued that their form is such as to suggest an origin before 1000 Bc, which 
might bring these names right back to the origins of the alphabet itself. 
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Towards the Arabic Alphabet 


Among the various forms of the Aramaic script, one which had particularly 
widespread success was the local form of the script which developed in Edessa 
(modern Urfa/Sanliurfa) in the first centuries AD. It is attested at this early 
date in a number of short inscriptions. The earliest is dated ap 6 (from Birecik, 
west of Edessa), while a particularly important and unusual text is a long 
parchment bill of sale from Dura Europos dated AD 243. In its early stages 
this script was very similar to Palmyrene, but it quickly developed and then 
received an unexpected boost from the fact that Edessa (Semitic name ’Urhoy) 
became the focus of the spread of Christianity in the Semitic-speaking world. 
As a result, by about Ap 200 the Bible was translated into the local Aramaic 
dialect, which became known as Syriac, and the dissemination of the Syriac 
Bible and the works of Syriac-speaking and -writing theologians led to the 
use of the Syriac language and script from Palestine to the ends of the Silk 
Road. Another epigraphic oddity, like the Palmyrene inscription from South 
Shields, is the bilingual Chinese and Syriac text from Sian in China! 

The early Syriac form of writing, known to us in many superb manuscripts frontispiece 
from the fifth century AD onwards, is the elegant estrangela script. The word 33 
is derived from Greek strongulos (otpoyybdos ) and means ‘rounded’. A rather 
crude version of this script is found in the very earliest Syriac inscriptions 
of the first century AD from the area of Edessa. As a result of sectarian strife 
among the Syriac-speaking Christians, there developed western and eastern 
script variants called respectively Jacobite (after the supposed founder of the 34 
western Syrian church, which the orthodox regarded as heretical) and Nestorian 
(after the supposed heresy of the eastern Syrians). The correct name of the 
Jacobite script is serta or serta p°sitta, ‘(script of) the (simple) character’, and 
it is the most cursive of the three. It emerged in the eighth century AD or 
a little earlier, the earliest dated manuscript coming from AD 731-2. The Nestor- 
ian or East Syrian script developed fully later (twelfth to thirteenth centuries 
AD), but its features appear as early as the sixth century AD, at which point 
it is still very similar to estrangela. It continued to bear close resemblance 
to the estrangela script, which itself enjoyed something of a revival in the 
tenth century AD. 

Note may also be made of two minor varieties of Syriac script, the Melkite, 
derived from serta and used by Christians loyal to Constantinople, and that 
used in Palestine for Christian Palestinian Aramaic. The latter is a crude version 
of estrangela and rather similar to cursive Palmyrene. The Maronites have 
traditionally used the sertd script. 

All three principal forms of Syriac script — estrangela, Jacobite and Nestorian 
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is very strict. Thus q and w are very similar, but the rules about joining and 
about final forms mean that it is always clear which is meant. But there are 
other types of potential confusion in Syriac. In a text without any vowels 
marked, it is usually impossible to distinguish, except by context, a singular 
from a plural noun, since the difference lies in the vocalisation (the vowels). 
Thus Syriac developed a double-dot mark, placed above nouns and occasionally 
verbal forms, to indicate a plural. Similarly, diacritic dots were used to dis- 
tinguish the Syriac words for ‘his’ and ‘her’ and to distinguish the past tense 
of the verb from the participle, again because the differences lay in the vocalisa- 
tion alone. 

The real solution to problems of this kind had to lie in the invention of 
a system of marking vowels. The introduction of vowel-signs rendered most 
of the diacritics redundant, though not the diacritics for d and r, and diacritic 
dots were used to distinguish ordinary from aspirated pronunciation of /b/, 
/g/, /d/, /k/, /p/, /t/ (see Hebrew above). 

Syriac ended up with two systems of vowel-notation. The one used in the 
East, which developed from as early as the fourth to fifth centuries AD, was 
an extension of the use of diacritic dots and consisted of patterns of dots 
(single and double) above and below consonants to indicate the vowel following 
the consonant. The consonants w, y, and ’ had already come to be used to 
indicate /ü/o/, A/e/ and /a/e/. This covered a wide range of distinctions between 
vowels, and it was this system which seems to have inspired the Hebrew vocali- 
sation systems (see above). 

In the West there emerged a system - traditionally attributed to Jacob of 
Edessa (d. Ap 708), fragments of whose grammatical works survive, and defini- 
tely in use from c. AD 700 — in which the Greek letters A, E (in the form 
e), H (/e/, in later Greek /i/, O and the combination OU (Greek OY, pro- 
nounced /oo/) were used to represent the vowels /a/, /e/, /i/, /o/ (pronounced 
like the vowel in ‘raw’) and /u/. They were written in very small script above 
or below the consonant after which the vowel was to be pronounced. While 
not perfect in that it does not make all necessary distinctions (so that certain 
of the older dot-signs remained in use), it is as good as the system used for 
English, in which it is equally true that not all necessary distinctions are seen 
in spelling (compare the different pronunciations of the letter e in ‘the cat’, 
‘the apple’, ‘then, they"). 

Syriac has the distinction of being the probable originator of vowel-notation 
by supralinear and sublinear markings. Both Hebrew and Arabic owe to Syriac 
their inspiration in this regard. 

Syriac-speaking communities have survived in large numbers in the area 
around the point where the borders of Syria, Turkey and Iraq meet, and there 
are also emigré communities in Europe and the United States. Books, magazines 
and newspapers are still produced in the Syriac scripts. 

A small number of scholars have argued that the Arabic script, which is 
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quite unrelated to the older South Arabian script (above), was derived from 
the Syriac. In fact, it seems that there are a number of influences at work 
in the development of the Arabic script. One of these may well be awareness 
by the Arabs in the great cultural centres such as Damascus of the strong 
Syriac tradition of calligraphy, i.e. decorative writing, especially in fine copies 
of literary works. Syriac influence is also likely in the development of the Arabic 
diacritics and the vowel-system — a mixture of direct influence and analogical 
formation. It seems, however, that the origins of the Arabic script do not 
lie in Syriac alone. 

Although the Arabs are known to have been present as an identifiable group 
from as early as the Assyrian period (in the ninth to seventh centuries BC), 
they did not become prominent historically until about the time of Christ. 
In this later period there was a strong Arab presence in the Hellenised cities 
of the Middle East such as Edessa and Palmyra (see map p. 202), where both 
Greek and Aramaic scripts were in use. 

The first independent and clearly defined northern Arab kingdom known 
to us is that of the Nabataeans, centred on Petra in modern Jordan. Although 
known by their local tribal names (Nabatu and Salamu), the Nabataeans were 
certainly Arabs, and they spoke a form of the Arabic language. For their inscrip- 
tions, however, they used the Aramaic which had become established as a 
language of colonial administration under the Assyrians and Persians. The 
fact that the Nabataeans normally spoke Arabic is reflected in the intrusion 
of certain distinctively Arabic forms and words into the Aramaic of their inscrip- 
tions. When eventually the Arabs in the region began to experiment for the 
first time with writing Arabic, they used the Nabataean Aramaic script which 
was familiar to them. 

The Nabataean Aramaic script, derived ultimately from the earlier Aramaic 
script in use under the Persian Empire, is best known (as we have seen) from 
the first century AD. It is found in two forms. The formal script was used 
for monumental inscriptions, quite common on tombs, especially at Petra and 
at Mada'in Salih in Saudi Arabia. Alongside this formal script is a cursive 
script used principally on papyrus, of which we have a few precious surviving 
examples. The cursive script is continuous and flowing, with a regular pattern 
of joining of letters. The difference between the cursive and formal scripts 
is analogous to the difference between normal handwriting and the careful 
‘book-hand’ one might use for a public notice. The cursive style tended to 
influence the formal script more and more in the first four centuries AD, and 
the Nabataean script developed into a cursive forerunner of the Arabic script. 

However, some of the forms closest to Arabic already appear in the texts 
of the first century AD, so it is likely that there was a continuous tradition 
of writing on papyrus or parchment leading to the writing of Arabic texts, 
though little has survived. During this period, the first half of the first millen- 
nium AD, the Arabic language was spreading into the area of Palestine, Jordan 


EARLY ALPHABET 


35 Nabataean tomb 


MP inscription from 
a  Madeba, 1st century 
VM Av. Louvre Ao 4454 





247 


36 Early 
monumental 
and cursive 
Nabataean. 





xv 
« 








[LL HH —] 
x 
a 
xo x 
A x~ 
*, 


A T Rar ULE 





ye Id f 


2 





ase apart Mb 
ae eee ETE 


Dates 
AD 





248 


38 
















century | century 266/8 | 305/7 | 328/9 | Arabic 


VER in 
eea ANN NN EN 
YO vt» o? 
"rper por pompe 
[wj ojota [s $|* [e |» à 
E328 vie ie eee EN 
DTR 
E A E pe cry Tue d 
37 Typical Nabataean forms approximating to Arabic. 
pail s Vidrio iov valete v 


RPP yous guid atq yia] 
See ae este 


38 The ao inscription (Arabic ook Nabataean script), Ap 328-9. 















and Syria, replacing the older (Arabian) languages of the area as well as 
Aramaic, which had become traditional. The early surviving Arabic texts were 
carved on stone. The very earliest to use the Nabataean Aramaic script — setting 
aside a short and disputed first-century AD inscription — comes from the mid- 
third century Ap (AD 267-8), though the most famous example, the text from 
Namara in southern Syria, is dated to Ap 328—9. The latest dated Nabataean 
text comes from AD 355—6. 

It seems that the Nabataean script lies at the origin of the Arabic script, 
but there are still some unresolved problems about the early development of 
the latter. Firstly, there is the chronological gap between the fourth century 
AD (the Namara inscription and the last-dated Nabataean inscription) and 
the seventh, when papyri and inscriptions in Arabic proper become common. 
This can be partly bridged by the evidence of further transitional scripts in 
a group of short Arabic inscriptions from Zebed (ap 512), Harràn, south 
of Damascus (AD 568) and Umm al-Jiml (earlier a quite important Nabataean 
centre). Though rather scattered, these help to provide a link. 

Secondly, there seem to have been from the beginning of the Islamic period 
several forms of the Arabic script. The so-called ‘western cursive’ script is 
the one most closely connected with Nabataean. The similarities are also ref- 
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lected in the more developed naskhi (Meccan-Medinan) script used in many 
fine manuscripts. This form of Arabic script must represent the outcome of 
a continuous tradition of writing in Nabataeo-Arabic in the Hijaz-Jordan-Syria 
area. In the East a slightly different script came to be called Küfic (named 
after, though not directly linked with, Kūfa in Iraq); this may have arisen 
from an offshoot of the Nabataean script and may have been more strongly 
influenced by Syriac models. 

We have noted earlier the development of diacritics in Syriac. There were 
also early attempts at diacritics in Palmyrene, Nabataean and other late Aramaic 
scripts. Thus the latest dated Nabataean inscription has a diacritic to distinguish 
d and r. It was especially in the cursive ligatured scripts that problems of 
differentiating between letters arose. In Nabataean, the following pairs came 
to be hard to distinguish: b/n, g/h, z/r, y/t, p/q. 
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As the earlier script began to be used for Arabic, another problem was added 
to this. Arabic has a richer variety of consonantal sounds and needed twenty- 
eight consonants instead of the existing twenty-two. Hence, probably inspired 
by Nabataean and/or Syriac, Arabic used diacritic dots, firstly to distinguish 
certain letters (for example, z and r — z with a dot above, r without dot), 
and secondly to create new consonants; for example, a dot was added above 
the basic shape of ‘ayn, ‘, in order to create a further letter gayn, $, since 
the sound /g/ did not exist in Aramaic and had no letter to represent it. A 
new ordering of the consonantal alphabet was also established, largely on 
the basis of the shapes of the letters (right to left): 


ywhnonmikqfg‘ztds $ szrddhhjttb’ 


It may be noted that the exact forms differ according to whether the letter 
is in initial, final or medial position in a word. 

Finally, like Syriac, Arabic developed a system of marking vowels by the 
use of supralinear and sublinear marks. The three basic signs used, ^ , — and 

» , are probably derived from letters of the Arabic alphabet. This is obvious 
for 5 , from the Arabic w (.»), though the other two forms are stylised. 
The three signs stand for short /a/, /i/ and /u/. The sign for /i/ is sublinear 
and the other two are supralinear. They could be lengthened if combined with 
the ‘vowel-letters’ ’, y and w to produce /a/, /i/ and /ū/. In addition, special 
signs were devised to indicate the doubling of a consonant (represented only 
by dots in Hebrew and Syriac) and to indicate the absence of any vowel after 
a consonant (ambiguously represented in Hebrew, and not in Syriac at all). 

The Arabic script was, of course, widely used among the non-Arab peoples 
who accepted Islam. The most important offshoots of the script are the Persian 
and Ottoman Turkish varieties. Extra diacritics were devised to represent 
sounds which Arabic did not need to represent (i.e. for Persian /p/, /ch/, /j/ 
[as in French jour], /g/; for Turkish the same four plus /ng[n]/). 

Arabic, Persian and Turkish manuscripts are notable for their use of calligra- 
phy (‘beautiful writing’), though the calligraphic tradition extends back to 
the Greco-Roman period. Sometimes there is evidence of calligraphy even in 
inscriptions on stone. The Nabataean tomb-inscriptions provide a good exam- 
ple. The earliest and best-attested calligraphic manuscripts in the Semitic lan- 
guages are the ones in Syriac. Islam, however, took up the calligraphic tradition 
and made it its own in a special way. In some Muslim circles there was a 
reluctance to paint pictures of religious themes. As a result the artistic spirit 
of the Arabs was poured into abstract decoration and calligraphy. 
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Examples of Letters 


Having surveyed the developments leading to the formation of the Greek and 
Latin alphabets on the one hand and the Hebrew and Arabic alphabets on 
the other, we have in the process also touched on the roles played by a number 
of *minor' alphabets. In the light of this general survey it may be useful to 
look in some detail at a few of the individual letters of our own alphabet, 
tracing their origin back to the beginnings of alphabetic writing. There is only 
space here for a few examples and these have been chosen primarily for the 
relative simplicity of their history. Some letters are much more complex, and 
some letters of our alphabet have a relatively short history (i.e. J and W). 


B 

The pictograph derived from Egyptian was the picture of a house: [ ]. In 
the transmission of the sign to the Proto-Sinaitic/Proto-Canaanite alphabet, 
the sign stood for b, the first letter of the West Semitic word for 'house', 
bet. The box-like shape is best preserved in the South Arabian script, in which 
b is n , and this is reflected in the Ethiopic fl , the Ethiopic script having 
been derived directly from the South Arabian. In the system of vowel-markings 
devised for Ethiopic, the different forms of this letterare n (r d, a & n. 
In Ugaritic, b is JX and this may be a cuneiform version, turned upside 
down, of the rn n found in South Arabian and Ethiopic. It is also quite 
similar to the original pictograph. 

In later Proto-Canaanite and in Phoenician, the letter changed to NI then 
XN „and stabilised as , the form which is standard in Phoenician, Hebrew, 
Moabite etc. This is the form taken over by Greek, though with a number 
of variations such as 2 and § . Eventually it settled, with the fixing of 
the direction of writing, to become B, which has persisted into Latin and the 
European alphabets. — 

Within the West Semitic tradition the letter continued to evolve and in the 
Aramaic script it began to change quite dramatically. As in the case of a number 
of other letters, Aramaic began to open the closed loop at the top of the letter. 
This tendency may be related to the speed of writing in a highly cursivised 
form and to the materials used, especially papyrus. Whatever the cause, the 
opening of the top of the letter produced 5 , then 4 , then 4 , then J. 
The b in the Jewish (Hebrew) script was eventually formalised as 3 , while 
in the other Aramaic scripts a variety of forms emerged. In Syriac (in all three 
types of script) we find >- and in formal Nabataean 5 and in the cursive 

2 (final —» ). The classic form of the letter in the cursive Arabic script is 
— , the dot being added to distinguish it from other letters. The dot was 
essential when the letter was joined to others: e.g. — =b: i =n! 
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N 
N is derived from a pictograph of a snake (nabas), basically a wiggly line: 

. This is still reflected in Ugaritic &»— and as the scripts developed this 
became in Phoenician "] , in Hebrew J and in Aramaic | . The same basic 
shape is retained by South Arabian 4 and Ethiopic 3 » $ € 434 4. 

In Greek we have the forms | and "|, eventually levelled or balanced 
as N. 

In the Aramaic tradition there are completely different developments: "] 
became ] (Jewish: J ) and then — (final ] ). In Syriac and Nabataean it 
became a single short vertical stroke ( » / 2), which, when joined (~~) was 
identical with several other letters including B. In Arabic it was distinguished 
by the addition of a single diacritic above it: u . 


R 

R is more complex. It originally depicted a human head (ra'3/ro'3) — in picto- 
graphic form Q . This was stylised as q . Thus in Phoenician and Hebrew 
we find 4 , with gradual opening of the head in Phoenician to produce 4] 
(Ugaritic RR» ; South Arabian > ). 

The letter entered the Greek alphabet as P, with a minor variant R . Latin 
adopted and developed the variant form. 

Aramaic opened the loop at the top, producing 4 , then 7 , then 7 (Jewish 
7] ). R and D ended up virtually identical, for example in Nabataean ( } ) 
and Syriac (7, serta 9 ). Diacritics were added, at first irregularly, but then 
in Syriac systematically to distinguish r (4/4) from d (3/? ). In cursive 
Nabataean ] became ~ , then / , which is the Arabic form ( , 77 when 
joined). In Arabic it had to be differentiated from z: a dot was added to z 


Eu. 


O 
O is an even more complicated case, since its origin is a West Semitic consonant 
called (in Hebrew) ‘ayin. The name ‘ayin means ‘eye’ and the first letter of 
the Semitic word, transliterated as ‘, was pronounced as a constricted, almost 
strangulated, version of the glottal stop (/7, see above). The original pictograph 
is, as might be expected, the picture of an eye: <=> , gradually rounded to 
© and eventually losing its dot (as the pictographic aspect was forgotten). 
The Ugaritic is a cuneiform attempt to reproduce the circle and the circular 
shape is retained in South Arabian ( © ) and in Ethiopic, where the forms 
with vowels are 0 0- % % % 6 P . The Ethiopic series illustrates well 
how the addition of the vowel-marker in that script could lead to fairly compli- 
cated variations in the basic letter. 

In Greek, too, the circle is retained. Some archaic scripts have the dot in 
the middle, reflecting a very early form of the letter (though note that the 
dotted form was still in use in the eastern Aramaic script as late as the ninth 
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century BC). But Greek had no /‘/-sound and used O as a vowel, as we still 
do in the Latin alphabet. At a second stage Greek modified the O to produce 
Q, representing long /ó/. 

Meanwhile, in the Semitic area, O continued to be used for /“/. It is again 
in Aramaic that the changes occurred. As in other cases, Aramaic opened the 
closed loop at the top producing O . When this was written in two strokes 
it became Y , then Y , then y (the form in the Jewish script). In later 
Aramaic dialects two forms were prevalent, the Syriac >~ and the Nabataean 
$ ,which became  ,then ¢ ,then Arabic < . 


H ‘ 

In the case of H, as in several other cases in the transmission of the alphabet 
between languages (notably in the case of the various Semitic /s/-sounds), there 
has been some switching of usage. The sign from which H developed is s 
probably originally depicting a fence. In the Phoenician tradition the form 
changed to E , then . The sound it represented — transcribed as /h/ — 
is a roughly breathed aitch. 

Some archaic Greek scripts used for dialects which preserved an /h/-sound 
used the sign as H for the so-called rough breathing, a breathy aitch found 
at the beginning of many Greek words. But it was not used for this in Ionic 
Greek (which lacked this sound) or in the later Greek script (in which a reversed 
apostrophe, *, came to be used for the rough breathing). Instead, H was used 
to represent the long vowel /é/ (later //). In Latin it again reverted to use 
as a consonant. 

In the Aramaic tradition the letter became [1 (Jewish script [1 ) and in 
later Aramaic we find Syriac —— (through reduction of size and joining up) 
and Nabataean f( , which became /\ and in cursive forms -À and A. 
The Arabic is close to this with -> (final Æ ), but at first this sign had 
to do duty for both /b/ and for /b/, a consonantal sound which Arabic has 
but none of the Aramaic scripts represent. Its sound is more rasping than 
/h/, more like the /ch/ in the Scottish ‘loch’. In due course Arabic devised 
a diacritic above the letter to indicate /b/, leaving /h/ unmarked. (In a separate 
development, g also ended up with the same basic shape and was given a 
sublinear diacritic). 

It may be noted that both /h/ and /h/ did exist in Ugaritic, South Arabian 
and Ethiopic, though the relation of the forms to the tradition described above 
is hard to explain. Thus /h/ is rtd in Ugaritic, ¥ in South Arabian and 
th in Ethiopic, while for /b/ we have Y > ¥ and" 
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Excursus: Use of the Alphabet for 
Numerals 


The older, syllabic writing systems of the ancient Near East had their own 
methods of using various signs to indicate numerals without having to write 
the words out in full. In the common West Semitic tradition, a single vertical 
stroke represented 1 and other strokes were added to produce the numbers 
up to 9. 10 has a sign of its own (usually — originally a horizontal line) 
and so does 20 (— originally two horizontal lines). The larger numbers are 
simply formed by placing the numbers side by side: 14 = n— . 

It appears that the Greeks used two systems. The older one, dating to the 
seventh century BC, is acrophonic — i.e. the first letter of the word used for 
the numeral was used as a sign for that numeral. Thus ‘ten’ is in Greek deka 
(A£xa) and the sign for 10 is A. For ‘one’ a simple vertical stroke was used. 
The other system, traditionally connected with Miletus and in use at least 
from the second century Bc, gives numerical values to each of the letters of 
the alphabet; a to th (a — 0, including the archaic digamma) are used for 
1—9,1-— r (v — p, including the archaic q) for 10, 20, 30, etc. to 100 and 
s to archaic san (o -A) for 200, 300, etc. to 900. Use of digamma, the old 
q and san (of Phoenician origin) suggest an origin where these three survived 
in use. 

The Roman numerals are still in use and current usage needs no introduction. 
It should, however, be noted that the origins of M, D, C, L, etc. are very 
complex. For example, D (500) is actually not a letter but half of an old sign 
for 1000, CD . These signs gradually became assimilated to letters of the 
alphabet though they are not alphabetic in origin. 

It was from Greek influence in the Hellenistic period that the alphabetic 
numeral system was adopted by Hebrew and Aramaic. In Hebrew, ’ — t = 
1-9, y—s = 10, 20, ...90, and q — t = 100, 200, 300, 400 (tq = 500 
and so on). Thus y' = 11 and qy’ = 111. Diacritic dots were put over the 
unit letters to turn them into thousands: X = 1000. Similarly Syriac, also 
under Greek influence, began to use the equivalent letters, abandoning the 
older system (see above). In Arabic, prior to the import from India of the 
system we call the Arabic numerals (since we got them from the Arabs), the 
same alphabetic system was used, exactly as in Hebrew and Syriac. Arabic 
even adopted the alphabetic order of these other scripts for this purpose, despite 
the fact that this did not correspond to the new Arabic alphabetic order based 
on letter-shape. The Ethiopic script also used the same system, but retained 
the Greek letters for this purpose, so clearly the alphabetic character of the 
numerals had ceased to be significant. 
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Summary and Conclusions 


In the short space available here we have covered a wide range of topics, 
concentrating on the earliest attempts at alphabetic writing, the development 
of the West Semitic scripts and the transmission of the alphabet to the Greeks, 
the later Semitic scripts and the origins of the Arabic script. A number of 
general points have been made in the process. 

The two great pivotal moments in this story are the devising of the consonan- 
tal alphabet on an acrophonic basis in the early second millennium Bc, and 
the addition of the vowels to the consonantal repertoire in the earlier part 
of the first millennium BC. The first of these steps forward we owe to some 
uncertain group of inventors, possibly in a scribal school in Palestine, Phoenicia 
or Syria. The second we owe to the Greeks. The only other invention in this 
field which is more important than either of these is the invention of writing 
itself, probably in Mesopotamia in the late fourth millennium Bc. 

From these developments have come enormous benefits for mankind. We 
are ourselves still using a developed form of the same alphabet tradition. But 
it is not only the long-standing character of this invention which should be 
noted, nor its wide distribution and its adaptability to languages which have 
only recently been written down. After all, cuneiform was widespread, lasted 
three thousand years and was used for such diverse languages as Sumerian, 
Akkadian and Hittite. Rather, the great contribution of the development of 
the alphabet was the fact that its simplicity was the first and necessary prerequi- 
site of universal literacy. 

Once the alphabet was available, virtually anyone could learn to read and 
write. It was no longer necessary to undergo a lengthy training, and literacy 
could therefore no longer easily be controlled by a scribal élite. In ancient 
times, holy books and books of philosophy were at last open to all. In more 
recent times, before the advent of sound media such as radio and television, 
ideas disseminated through books, pamphlets, posters and newspapers led to 
major political changes including the American War of Independence and the 
French and Russian Revolutions. Indeed, the immense possibilities inherent 
in each individual's being able to read and write — to transmit and receive 
information at will — have yet to be exhausted even now, four thousand years 
later. 
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Preface 


This section is intended to make accessible to the non-specialised reader some idea of 
what epigraphers do, and why and how they do it. It is not a systematic textbook of 
Greek epigraphy, although it may be useful in various ways to beginners in the subject. 
In order to make any progress, serious students will need at least a working knowledge 
of Greek and also of Latin, which is still used for commentaries in more learned publica- 
tions. Here translations have been provided, and the inscriptions have been arranged not 
according to traditional classifications nor in regional or chronological sequences. In- 
stead they have been divided into two main groups — first inscriptions cut in stone, then 
those written on other materials — and within each group they have been arranged 
roughly in order of increasing difficulty, with examples consisting wholly or largely of 
names at the beginning and those with problems of script or dialect at the end. 

Thanks are due to Professor Stephen G. Miller, Director of the American School of 
Classical Studies at Athens, for permission to reproduce fig. 2; and to the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art for figs 1, 4, 10, 29, 30, 48 and 54 (Rogers Fund), 45, 47, 51 (Fletcher 
Fund), 40 (Museum Purchase), 53 (Purchase, Joseph Pulitzer Bequest) and 9 (Hewitt 
Fund, Munsey Fund and Anonymous Gift). 
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1 
Introduction to Greek Inscriptions 


The use of inscriptions in antiquity 

Literacy, the ability to read and write, has long been one of the hallmarks of civilisa- 
tion. The lack of writing deprives men of the ability to keep records not only for 
immediate use but also for posterity. In studying and interpreting the past the absence 
of records leaves the historian helpless: the prehistorian has to rely for his evidence 
on excavation. Fortunately the Greeks were literate from a fairly early stage in their 
development, so that only the earliest Greek culture belongs to the prehistoric period. 

In ancient Greece inscriptions on stone slabs and bronze plaques served many pur- 
poses for which today we would use printed documents. They were particularly 
important for spreading and recording information in the Greek democracies, where 
all citizens were entitled to play ar. active part in government. In Athens, where the 
democratic form of government was particularly highly developed, there was a corre- 
sponding need for extensive public records, and inscriptions carved on stone slabs 
have survived in considerable quantity. These include laws, decrees passed by the 
Assembly, treaties with other cities, war memorials, lists of objects dedicated in 
temples, lists of the names of Archons and the winners of competitions, records of the 
sale at auction of confiscated property, and the accounts of income and expenditure 
of public funds. Similar inscriptions on stone are known from many other Greek 
cities, but they are not so numerous as those from Athens. 

Even in Athens it was not the custom to record everything on stone. Temporary 
notices like drafts of proposed legislation and lists of men required for military 
service were written on whitened boards and displayed in the Agora, or Civic Centre. 
Other records were kept on papyrus and stored in the Metroon, the sanctuary of the 


2 The precinct of the Eponymous 
Heroes in the agora at Athens, with 
temporary notices written on whitened 
boards. 
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Mother of the Gods. This stood next to the Council Chamber in the Agora and so was 
conveniently placed to serve as a public record office. 

Athens was fortunate enough to have quarries of high-quality white marble close at 
hand. This was used not only for inscriptions but also for sculpture and eventually 
even for whole buildings like the Parthenon. In some other cities, where there was no 
local supply of suitable marble, inscriptions were cut on bronze plaques, often pro- 
vided with holes to make it easy to nail them up in some public place. The long-lasting 
quality of bronze was almost proverbial, and the Roman poet Horace was to describe 
his own verse as ‘a monument more permanent than bronze’. 

Inscriptions were also used by private citizens, for example, to mark their property 
and especially to make dedications to the gods. Potters and vase-painters sometimes 
signed their vases or gave the names of the mythological figures they portrayed. The 
Greeks also preserved the memory of the dead, as we do, by inscriptions on tomb- 
stones (epitaphs). 


Why study Greek inscriptions? 

Inscriptions can be very useful in the study of ancient history, for they are original 
documents, contemporary with the events that they record, and they tell us many 
things that we cannot learn from other sources. Some inscriptions provide valuable 
information about events that the ancient historians described only briefly. Thucy- 
dides, writing in the fifth century Bc, gives a short account of events between the Per- 
sian invasion of 480-79 nac and the outbreak of war between Athens and Sparta in 
431. One of the most important things that happened in this period was the founda- 
tion of a league of independent states in alliance with the Athenians against the 
Persians, and its gradual transformation into an empire ruled by Athens. Thucydides 
describes the process only briefly, and many details of the story are now known only 
from inscriptions. 

The allies all contributed to the resources of the League, some by providing ships 
and crews for the fleet, others substituting payments in cash. After 454, when the 
Treasury of the League was transferred from Delos to Athens, one sixtieth of the 
annual payments was made over to Athena and the amounts were recorded on 
marble slabs, many fragments of which still survive. Intensive study of the accounts 
and related inscriptions has yielded much information about the composition of the 
League and the means employed by the Athenians to gain domination of it. Most of 
the surviving fragments of the Tribute lists, as they are called, are preserved in the 


Epigraphic Museum in Athens, but a small fragment in the British Museum records 


part of the payments in the year 448/7 sc. 

Many events were not recorded by the ancient 
historians, at least not in those texts that have survived, 
and our knowledge of them is entirely derived from 
inscriptions. Such events include the treaties made in 
433/2 Bc between Athens and two Greek cities in Italy, a f 
Rhegion and Leontini, and between the Eleans and the 2595 
Heraeans about 500 sc. 


3 Fragment of the Athenian tribute-lists, 448/7 sc. 
BM GR 1863.5-16.1. 
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Inscriptions also provide details of public administration or social life that the 
ancient historians could omit because their readers were already familiar with them. 
The preambles of Athenian decrees include details of procedure in the assembly, and 
the methods used to administer public funds can be seen in accounts of income and 
expenditure and in the records of the stewards of the Treasury of Athena. 

In other cities lists of magistrates reveal their precise titles, which varied from place 
to place. In Thessalonika the title Politarchs (‘Rulers of the citizens’) corresponded to 
the Archons (‘Rulers’) of Athens; in Rhegion the magistrates were still using the 
Greek title Prytanis (‘President’) when as individuals they had adopted Roman names 
after the city came under Roman rule in the first century Bc. 


Ionia Athens Corinth Argos Euboea 
(cf. Etruscan) 


A a a AA AA AA AA AA 
B p b B B ul E B 
Tr y g r ^ C< P^ «c 
A Ó d A ^ A b bp 
E £ e RE RE B RE RE 
F F Ww = R R RF R 
Z Ç Z I I T I I 
H n e EH = us = = 
[A] h = EH EH AH AH 
e 0 th eoo eoo eoo eoo eoo 
I L 1 | | f | | 
K K k K K K K K 
A A l MA b MA H L 
M A m MM MM MM MM WAM 
N y n VN MN MN NN MN 
Z E X = (xs) X EH x 
O o o O O o O O 
Il z p n n n n pp 
Me - s — — M M M(?) 
(0) p q 7 9 9 9 9 
P p r Pb PR PR PR P 
X OC S t $ — í $ 
T T t T T T T T 
Y v u VY VYV VYV vYV rYV 
p ó ph $ ® eo $0 $0 
X X kh x X X X YY 
w v ps YN (6$) YN v ($$) 
Q w 6) AN = = = — 


Table 1. Some archaic alphabets 


Origin and development of the Greek alphabet 

The Greeks themselves told various stories about the origin of writing. The historian 
Herodotus, who lived in the latter part of the fifth century Bc, records a tradition that 
the Greeks learnt to write from the Phoenicians, although he was probably wrong, as 
we shall see, to suggest that it was from a group of Phoenicians who had settled in 
Boeotia. The Greeks did, however, call letters phoinikeia (‘Phoenician things’), as he 
says, and the derivation of Greek letters from Phoenician is confirmed by similarities 
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in their names, by the way in which they were written, and by their order from alpha 
to tau. 

As Herodotus himself was aware, the Greeks made some changes in the pronun- 
ciation and form of the letters. The Phoenicians had used ordinary words for the 
names of the letters, and the shapes of the letters themselves recalled the meanings of 
the words: aleph means ‘ox’, beth means ‘house’, and so on. When the Greeks took 
over the Phoenician script, they learnt the names of the letters by rote. In a different 
language the meanings of the names were inevitably lost, and the pronunciation was 
changed slightly. Aleph and beth became alpha and beta: the combination of the 
names for these first two letters gives the word ‘alphabet’. 

The Greeks found that their language required fewer consonants than Phoenician, 
in particular fewer sibilants, and they adapted some Phoenician consonants for use as 
vowels, which were unwritten in Phoenician, as in other Semitic languages like 
Hebrew. They also invented new signs for upsilon and for the double consonants phi, 
chi and psi, adding them at the end after tau. 

As the Phoenician letters were adapted to fit the various dialects spoken in differ- 
ent parts of Greece, a number of local variations on the alphabet arose. All of them, 
however, perpetuated the same mistake with regard to the Phoenician sibilants. The 
Greek letters kept the same place in the sequence as the Phoenician signs from which 
they were derived, but each acquired the same wrong name. Thus the Phoenician 
zayin (T) acquired the Greek name zeta, derived from tsade, and gave its own name to 
the Greek san (M), which took a sign derived from tsade (M~); and the Phoenician sign 
samekh (Ẹ) was written as € and called xi in Greek (the name coming from shin), while 
its name was altered to sigma, which in turn borrowed shin’s zig-zag sign, tilting it 
from w to £ or $. Most local Greek alphabets used either sigma or san but not both. 
The uniformity in the errors with the names of the Phoenician sibilants suggests a 
common origin for all Greek alphabets. Where and when the original Greek alphabet 
came into existence remains uncertain, but there are some clues. 

The earliest Greek inscriptions yet known are scratched on pottery. They can be 
dated about 730 Bc, but it is likely that the Greeks were already writing a generation 
or two earlier, perhaps on more perishable materials like leather or wood. Some of 
the earliest inscriptions come from Euboea, and it can hardly be a coincidence that 
the Euboean pottery of around 800 Bc is among the earliest found at the Greek 
trading-post of Al Mina on the north Syrian coast. Indeed, as recent (1981-3) exca- 
vations at Lefkandi in Euboea have shown, luxury goods from the East reached 
Euboea in the tenth century Bc, when the rest of Greece is still believed to have been 
isolated from foreign contacts. 

Clues about the place where the Greeks learnt to write can be gleaned from varia- 
tions in the local alphabets in use in various cities around the Aegean, especially in the 
writing of composite letters representing consonants, when different sound-values 
may be allocated to the same character. Most local alphabets fall into two types, 
known for convenience as ‘red’ and ‘blue’. In the ‘blue’ alphabets Y stands for ‘ps’, ‘kh’ 
is represented by X and ‘ks’ by €. In the ‘red’ alphabets, however, Y stands for ‘kh’ and 
X (or +) may be transferred to ‘ks’; in the absence of a single character for ‘ps’ two 
letters are used, usually ¢s but sometimes Ms, depending on local pronunciation. There 
is a further clue in the use of sibilants, for some early alphabets used san (M) for ‘s’ 
rather than sigma (%,$), which later became universal. Thus local forms of the 
alphabet appear to fall into cohesive groups that reflect the distribution of dialects 
and likely trade routes across the Aegean. 

The Euboeans, for example, who were Ionian, have a ‘red’ alphabet and use sigma. 
The same is true of the Boeotians and several other Doric-speaking communities in 
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central Greece, and also of various parts of the Peloponnese including the eastern 
Argolid, Arcadia and Elis as well as Sparta and her Italian colony Taras (modern 
Taranto). A similar alphabet seems to connect Rhodes with the Sicilian colonies Gela 
and Acragas (Agrigento). Achaea, however, in the northern Peloponnese, and Epirus 
in north-western Greece combine a 'red' alphabet with san instead of sigma. Doric- 
speaking Corinth and Argos also use san but with a ‘blue’ alphabet. Megara passed on 
its ‘blue’ alphabet with sigma to Byzantium. In Athens and Aegina, where a dialect 
akin to Dorian was spoken, X represents chi as in the ‘blue’ alphabets, but psi is at first 
written as $$ and ‘ks’ as X$. Surviving inscriptions suggest that literacy came to Athens 
early. This may account for the initial absence there of the composite characters, 
which were perhaps invented only after the Greek alphabet began to develop varia- 
tions in different areas. 

Although certainty is not possible since the evidence is incomplete, it seems likely 
that the Greeks learnt the alphabet from the Phoenicians before 750 sc in a single 
place, probably in northern Syria, and that literacy spread along the trade routes to 
various parts of Greece, reaching Euboea and Athens early. Some scholars, especially 
experts in the ancient Semitic languages, doubt these conjectures and in particular 
favour an earlier date. 

Local variations in the forms and meanings of the characters lasted for centuries, 
but eventually the Ionic alphabet prevailed. An early Ionic development was the pro- 
vision of separate characters for the ‘long’ and ‘short’ forms of the vowels ‘e’ and ‘o’. In 
most local alphabets O was standard for omicron (‘little O°), and it was the Ionians 
who first opened the circle at the bottom to produce A for omega (‘big O'). Outside 
Ionia the Phoenician letter A(heth) was called heta by many Greeks. Written as H and 
later asH, it was used as an aspirate (h). In Ionia, as in some parts of England, the local 
dialect did not have an aspirate. The character H was therefore called eta and was 
used as the long form of ‘e’. 

Among variations in the forms of letters gamma, lamda and sigma deserve special 
mention. The Athenians, the Euboeans and some others wrote /amda as v, but else- 
where the character was inverted to f and eventually the form A prevailed. In Athens, 
however, A was long used for gamma, elsewhere usually written F but as Cin some 
places, including Euboea. For a long time the Athenians continued to write sigma as$ 
with three strokes or 'bars', while in many other places, including Ionia, sigma had 
four bars: £. After about 450 sc the four-barred sigma gradually came into use in 
Athens, and in 403/2 the Athenians passed a law to make the use of the Ionian 
alphabet compulsory in official documents. 

The Ionian alphabet eventually super- 
seded all other local alphabets and is still 
in use in Greece today. At a very early 
period, however, the Euboeans trans- 
mitted their own version of the alphabet to 
their colonies in Italy. There it was taken 
over by the Etruscans, again with some 
modifications to suit the needs of their 
own language, and was later adopted by 
the Romans, who spread it around the 


4 Etruscan bucchero jug inscribed with the 
alphabet. 6th century ec. MMA 24.97.21. 
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non-Greek provinces of the Empire. The differences between modern European and 
Greek letter-forms can be traced to the use in Italy of the Euboean alphabet, which 
eventually fell out of use in Greece itself. For example, although the first two letters, A 
and B, are the same, for the second and third letters we use the Euboean forms C and 
D, while the alternative forms f and A have survived in Greece. 

Even after the Ionic alphabet became standard a number of variant letter-forms 
came into use, especially during the Hellenistic and Roman periods. They included a 
rounded form of epsilon (€), a similar lunate, or moon-shaped, sigma (C), and cursive 
forms of mu (FX) and omega (u). 


Some features of Greek inscriptions 


Boustrophedon 

Like the Phoenicians the Greeks at first wrote from right to left (as is still the practice 
in Arabic and Hebrew), but they soon began to write from left to right if this was more 
convenient. Vase-painters sometimes wrote in both directions on the same vase. In 
some early Greek inscriptions on stone each line begins under the last letter of the 
previous line and runs in the opposite direction. Even the letters are turned round to 
face the other way. Since it recalled the method of ploughing a field in alternate 
furrows up and down, turning the ox-drawn plough at the end of each furrow, this 
method of writing was called ‘ox-turning’, or boustrophedon. It may be seen in two 
early Athenian epitaphs and in the inscription from Sigeion. In the printed text arrows 
indicate the direction of the lines on the stone. 


Stoichedon 

Many official inscriptions of the Classical period, especially at Athens, were carefully 
carved on stone slabs with the letters aligned vertically in columns as well as horizon- 
tally in lines. Since the letters were arranged almost like soldiers on parade, such 
inscriptions were said to be written ‘in files’, or stoichedon. The same effect is pro- 
duced by a typewriter, which allots an equal space to each letter, irrespective of its 
actual width. 


Ligatures 

In order to save space in Latin inscriptions the Romans often combined two or more 
letters, making a single stroke do duty as part of each. This practice was sometimes 
followed in Greek inscriptions during the Roman period. Many ligatures are used in 
the Pontarch inscription - for example, FN for HN in the middle of the ninth line. 
Earlier in the same line is a ligature of three letters, FN for THN, and in the line above 
four letters are combined, HWN for HNO N, using a straight-lined version of the çur- 
sive omega. 


Numerals 

The Greeks used two systems of numerals, the alphabetic and the acrophonic. The 
acrophonic or initial-letter system used as numerals the first letters of the Greek 
words for five, ten, hundred and thousand, either singly or in combination. Thus 5 
( pente) was represented by P, 10 (deka) by A, 100 (hekaton) by the early aspirate H, 
and 1,000 (khilion) by X. For 50 a tiny delta was placed inside the pi (2), and for 500 P 
and H were combined to form IF. Units were represented by single strokes, and the 
numerals were repeated as often as necessary to represent particular numbers. Thus 
AAD II is 28 and IPHIBAAT'IIII is 679. 


29 
30 
32 


23 


27 
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40 


The alphabetic system allocates numerical values to the letters of the alphabet, the 
units from 1 to 9 being represented by alpha to theta, the tens to 90 by iota to goppa, 
and the hundreds by rho to sanpi (^). In printing alphabetic numerals it is customary 
to distinguish them from ordinary letters, usually by adding a mark like an acute 
accent ' above the line after numbers up to 999. A similar mark below the line 
precedes the numbers from 1,000. Thus 522 is represented by øx’, and 5,522 by 


,£óxp'. 


a-i s=10 o=100 
B^2 x — 20 co -— 200 
y=3 A= 30 t= 300 
6=4 A740 v —400 
e=5 v=50 $-— 500 
F=6 E=60 x = 600 
6-7 o— 70 v — 700 
9278 z-—80 w= 800 
6=9 9=90 5-900 


Table2. Alphabetic numerals 


The use of acrophonic numerals may have begun as early as the seventh century 
BC, but is best known in Attica from about the middle of the fifth century Bc. Like 
Roman numerals they were only really suitable for recording calculations made with 
counters, and they are hardly ever seen in inscriptions datable after 100 Bc, as the less 
cumbersome alphabetic numerals gained favour. The alphabetic system was not 
introduced until the second century Bc and survived beyond the Roman period into 
the Byzantine era. 


Dating of inscriptions 

The date of an inscription is of primary importance for its interpretation, but it is 
seldom possible to assign a date that is both accurate and certain. Often it is only pos- 
sible to suggest a fairly wide bracket, such as ‘fourth century Bc' or ‘Roman imperial 
period'. Usually the epigrapher must seek out and interpret various kinds of informa- 
tion that point towards a date. Sometimes the date is actually included in the text. 

It was the custom in many Greek cities to identify each year by the name of the 
principal magistrate for that year. In Athens this was the Archon, and the names of 
successive Archons were listed in inscriptions. These Archon lists, first compiled 
about 425 Bc, are recorded in part by the historians Diodorus and Dionysios of 
Halicarnassus, and fragments of the slabs themselves survive in Athens. It is therefore 
often possible to assign an inscription to a particular year if the Archon's name is 
quoted. When the treaty between Athens and Rhegion was renewed, the first eight 
lines were recut to give an up-to-date preamble, while the terms of the treaty 
remained the same. In the new preamble the name of the Archon for that year is given 
as Apseudes, legible in part at the beginning of the fourth line. Since the Athenian 
Archons took office on the first day of the month Hekatombaion, which normally fell 
in July according to our calendar, each Athenian year overlaps two of our years and is 
therefore designated by a double date. In this way the renewal-date of the treaty with 
Rhegion is written 433/2 Bc, because Apseudes is known to have been Archon from 
July 433 to July 432 sc. Sometimes, although not in this case, additional evidence 
dates an event in one year or the other, and it is then conventional to underline the 
appropriate figure: thus 433/2 would mean the actual date was 432 Bc. 
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5 Fragment of a treaty 
between Athens and 
Rhegion, renewed in 433/ 
2 Bc, when the upper part 
was recut; the lower part 
was cut c. 448 Bc. 

BM GR 1816.6-10.206. 





Inscriptions may also include the regnal years of kings and emperors, and a series 
of inscriptions on cinerary urns found at Alexandria can be dated precisely by the 40 
regnal years of the Ptolemies. The symbol L. stands for the Greek érouc, ‘in the 
year...’. Although the particular Ptolemy is not named, some inscriptions in the series 
can be dated with certainty - for example, because the figure for the year is so large 
that only one Ptolemy's reign was long enough to accommodate it, or because the day 
of the month is given according to both the Greek and the Egyptian calendar and only 
one year has that particular double date. 

Other inscriptions can be dated accurately because they refer to events recorded 
by ancient historians. The inscription on an Etruscan helmet dedicated to Zeus at 52 
Olympia tells us that it was captured by the Syracusans at the Battle of Cumae. This 
battle, which is mentioned by the contemporary poet Pindar and the later historian 
Diodorus Siculus, was fought in 474 Bc, and the inscription must have been put on 
the helmet soon afterwards. An epitaph in verse commemorating the Athenians who 
fell in battle at Potidaea was carved on a wall-block from their tomb, which was built 25 
at public expense. Since this engagement was described by the historian Thucydides, 
the inscription can be dated 432 nc. 

A less precise but still reliable date can sometimes be derived from references to a 
historical personage, such as Alexander the Great, or to less famous people whose 12 
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genealogies and family histories can be reconstructed to some extent from a series of 
related inscriptions. The study of individuals, or prosopography, is particularly 
rewarding for cities like Athens, where a great mass of material still survives. About 
30,000 Athenian citizens are known by name. Epitaphs of different members of the 
same family can sometimes be linked to build a family tree extending several genera- 
tions, but other kinds of inscriptions can yield similar results. 

From about 332 gc lists were compiled annually in Athens of youths undergoing 
military training (epheboi). After 305 Bc, when this training was no longer compul- 
sory, it gradually became a form of higher education for the rich, including rich 
foreigners, but the custom of publishing the lists continued into the Roman period. 
One such list, carved on a marble shield, names Alkamenes as trainer. The same man 
is known to have held the office of Strategos (‘General’) in Ap 209/10, his father 
appears on an ephebe list of about Ap 160, and his son, who according to the inscrip- 
tion served as assistant on this occasion, himself appears in an ephebe list that belongs 
to the reign of the Emperor Commodus (Ap 180/1-191/2). The inscribed shield can 
therefore be dated within a few years of Ap 200. 

An archaeological or historical context can provide at least an indication of a date. 
If the foundation date of a city is known, it follows that all inscriptions from the site 
must be later. Similarly, in cases of total or partial destruction of a city the inscriptions 
must be earlier. Some inscriptions have been found in the wall built by the Athenians 
on the advice of Themistocles immediately after the expulsion of the Persians: these 
inscriptions must all antedate the Persian sack of Athens in 480 Bc. A similar argu- 
ment could be applied to all fragments of the inscriptions recording payment to 
Athena's treasury of a quota from the contributions of the members of the Delian 
League, even if these inscriptions could not be dated by other methods, since all are 
later than the transfer of the League's treasury to Athens in 454 Bc. 

Approximate dates can be assigned to inscriptions that show changes in standard 
phraseology or the forms of the preambles, if these changes can be identified in 
inscriptions dated by other means. The forms of names and constitutional arrange- 
ments can also provide clues. The use of Roman-style names for officials in an 
inscription from the Greek city of Rhegion points to a date after the grant of Roman 
citizenship throughout Italy about 89 Bc. 

Some inscriptions are associated with buildings or works of art to which dates can 
be assigned on stylistic grounds. The style of the relief sculpture on the grave-stele of 
Xanthippos points to a date around 430 Bc. The epitaph of Rhoumas is inscribed on 
a herm that incorporates a portrait-head, the style of which suggests a date between 
about Ap 100 and Ap 150. This is consistent with the letter-forms, including the 
lunate epsilon and sigma, and the cursive mu and omega. 

Letter-forms alone may in the last resort be used to indicate the date of an inscrip- 
tion, although this method of dating is notoriously unreliable, especially outside 
Athens after about 400 Bc. Even in Athens there are traps for the unwary. Although a 
decree passed in the Archonship of Euclides (403/2 Bc) made the use of the ‘Ionic’ 
alphabet compulsory in official documents after that date, Ionic forms had made 
occasional appearances in official inscriptions earlier, so their presence does not 
indicate a date after 403/2. The replacement of the Attic three-barred sigma by the 
Ionic four-barred version (£) is particularly erratic. In private inscriptions the change 
to the Ionic alphabet is even less reliable for dating: the Ionic xi, for example, already 
occurs along with the four-barred sigma in the epitaph of Xanthippos about 430 sc. 

The following changes of letter-forms are fairly reliable: from the third century Bc 
xi may be written = instead of €; before the third century alpha with a broken cross- 
bar (A) seldom occurs; during the third and second centuries pc the forms of sigma 
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6 Grave-relief of 

Xanthippos, c. 430 sc. 

BM GR 1805.7-3.183. 
A. 


P 





and mu become rectangular (= for $ and M for M), and in the first centuries Bc and AD 
pi changes from P to Tf. In the Roman period alpha, delta and lamda sometimes 
acquire elongated forms (Ato A, Ato ^ and A to A), and rounded forms derived from 
cursive script become popular for epsilon (€), mu (FA), sigma (C) and omega (wu). It is 
always necessary to remember that while the introduction of new styles of lettering 
may be dated approximately from inscriptions securely dated by other means the 
older styles tend to persist: inscriptions are sometimes later than they appear at first 
sight. Letter styles also vary considerably from place to place, so that changes attested 
in one place are not reliable for dating inscriptions from another. 


The restoration of inscriptions 

Very few Greek inscriptions, apart from short texts, have survived complete. Most of 

the stones on which they are cut have been damaged in some way, by the accidents of 

time, through deliberate destruction, or by later use for other purposes. An inscribed 

base honouring a successful athelete from Didyma near Miletus was recut to serveas 21 

a building block. The whole of the left side, including the decorative moulding at the 

top, has been reworked. In consequence the letters at the beginning of each line are 

damaged and difficult to read. The large slab from Sigeion with duplicate inscriptions 32 

in Ionic and Attic dialect and script suffered a more bizarre fate. For many years it 271 
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served as a bench outside the local church, and the inscription was thought to have 
special properties since no one could understand it. The sick were brought there and 
rolled on it in the hope of a miraculous cure. Fortunately travellers from Europe 
copied the text before the middles of the lines were worn away by this practice, and 
the restored text is based on these early records. 

Various methods are used by editors of inscriptions to indicate the restorations 
they have made. Certain or probable restorations of letters no longer legible on the 
stone are placed in square brackets [ |. Round brackets ( ) are used to complete 
abbreviations, and in this book they are also used for words that are not present in the 
Greek text but are needed to complete the sense of the English translation. For 
example, the inscription translated ‘Smikylion (son) of Eualkides' says only 'Smikylion 
of Eualkides' in the Greek. Brackets of other shapes are also used by epigraphers: 
angled brackets () to denote letters missing in error, and corrections of the stone- 
cutter's mistakes; hooked brackets {} for duplicated letters; and double square 
brackets | | for letters or words that have been erased. It is one of the first duties of an 
epigrapher to be scrupulously careful in the use of these conventional signs. 

Where a letter that is only partially preserved is ambiguous, that is, where the sur- 
viving traces do not make it possible to exclude other interpretations, it is necessary 
to warn the reader of the printed text by placing a dot underneath. When the missing 
letters cannot be restored, a dot is placed on the line for each one if the total can be 
calculated. If the number of missing letters is not known for certain, the gap is indi- 
cated by a series of dashes. If there is an actual blank space on the stone, the letter ‘v’ 
(for the Latin vacat, ‘it is empty’) is used to denote each uninscribed letter space. A 
single upright stroke | is used at the start of each new line on the stone if the printed 
text runs on, without regard to the original arrangement. A pair of strokes | may be 
used at the start of every fifth line. 

Epigraphers have a number of techniques to help in restoring gaps in inscriptions. 
When an inscription is written stoichedon, the exact number of missing letters can be 
determined by counting those in the line above or in the line below, or by measuring 
the spacing in the same line. Even when the inscription is not stoichedon it is possible 
to estimate fairly accurately how many letters are missing. Of course, a restoration 
must never contain too many letters to fit on the stone nor too few to fill the lacuna. 

An inscription now in the British Museum may serve as a warning. The slab, which 
consists of eight lines of verse commemorating a fountain house, was found in the 
eighteenth century. The text of the inscription was published in 1752, but the slab 
itself was lost to view before a detailed epigraphic examination could be made. The 
text is quite well-preserved, apart from a damaged area near the beginning of the first 
line, where a few letters are missing. This gap proved a standing invitation to editors, 
and several ingenious restorations were proposed in anthologies of Greck verse 
published in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. After the stone was redis- 
covered in 1970, it soon became obvious that many of these restorations contained 
too many letters to fit in the available space on the stone, and when the inscription 
was republished they were simply rejected as being ‘epigraphically impossible’. No 
scholar, however eminent, could escape the limitations imposed by the stone. 

An editor's freedom to suggest restorations is also limited in other ways. Proposed 
restorations must complete the sense and the grammatical structure of thc Greek text; 
the wording must be appropriate to the period of the original; and account must be 
taken of the shape and size of the stone itself. The last point is particularly important 
when dealing with inscriptions so fragmentary that none of the original edges of the 
slab are preserved. Since marble is of limited strength, the thickness of a fragment will 
give an indication of the maximum possible width and height of the slab. 


re MAY 


Meis j Ary: MUN 


d t 


b ANN Heh TOA hr OTI) A NSS 
' ^ PS Ly. 
xfi INS A AL Ki ons D: i C: » 


, 
e y * 
P VA EA 





7 Metrical inscription from a fountain-house on Lesbos, Roman period, perhaps 
2nd century AD. BM GR 1070.9-25.1. 


Even very fragmentary texts can sometimes be restored with near certainty if the 
editor can recognise that the surviving letters form part of a standard word or phrase 
that occurs in other inscriptions. One of the commonest of such epigraphic formulas 
is the dedication ‘So-and-so dedicated (this), sometimes adding the name of the god 
to whom the offering was made. The key word is ‘dedicated’ (avé@nxe). 

On occasion historical evidence helps in the restoration. For example, Herodotus 
tells us that King Croesus of Lydia paid for some of the columns of the temple of 
Artemis at Ephesus. When the temple was excavated a number of fragments of 8 
column bases were found, each having no more than two or three letters: BA, KP, 
AN, OHK, EN. Variations in the dimensions of the fragments indicated that they 
belong to at least three separate column drums, but it is almost certain that all of them 


8 Fragments of the columns of the archaic temple of Artemis at Ephesus, dedicated by 
Croesus between 560 and 546 sc. BM GR 1872.4-5.19. 
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bore the same inscription: ‘King Croesus dedicated (this) (BaotAe0g Kpoiooc 
&véOnxev). 

Decrees of the Athenian democracy were frequently inscribed on stone slabs for 
public display on the Acropolis or in other parts of the city. The preambles of the 
decrees, including the names of that year's Archon and other officials, follow stan- 
dard formulas that lend themselves to comparison with other inscriptions, so that 
detailed and accurate restoration is sometimes possible. For example, only the upper 
right-hand corner is preserved of the slab on which the Athenian decree confirming 
the treaty with Rhegion in 433/2 sc was inscribed. By a fortunate coincidence a dele- 
gation from Leontini was in Athens at the same time, and the preamble of the decree 
confirming the treaty with Leontini is so similar to that of the Rhegion decree that it 
was probably passed by the same session of the Assembly. Comparison with the 
Leontini decree makes it possible to restore the preamble of the Rhegion decree with 
some confidence. Little is preserved of the treaty itself except a provision for the 
Athenians to take an oath to observe it. 

Three features distinguish the preamble from the main text: it is cut in an area 
slightly recessed from the face of the slab, there are more letters in each line, and the 
lines themselves are closer together. It may therefore be inferred that the slab was 
originally inscribed when a treaty was made earlier than 433/2. In that year the treaty 
was renewed in the same terms, and while the slab itself was reused for economy the 
old preamble was erased and replaced. The new preamble, however, was slightly 
longer than the old one, and could be accommodated only by squeezing in an extra 
line and by making each line contain more letters. At the end of this recut section ten 
spaces were left over, perhaps because the stone-cutter miscalculated, so that there is 
a long gap between the first five letters of the proposer's name and the last two, which 
began the next line and are now lost. The name Kalli[as] can be restored with 
certainty from the Leontini treaty, where it is completely preserved. (The Leontini 
treaty too was recut in this way, but there it had been the word ‘proposed’ that was 
divided between the end of the new preamble and the beginning of the old text, and 
the gap was equivalent to only two letters.) 

Among other inscriptions that show the Athenian democracy at work are financial 
records, including not only statements of income and expenditure but also inventories 
of the valuable contents of official treasuries, such as the objects in precious metal 
dedicated to the goddess Athena and kept in the pronaos (‘front porch’) of the 
Parthenon. These were entrusted to commissions of citizens and were subject to audit 
when each commission handed over its responsibilities to its successor. The inven- 
tories are very repetitive, with each year's acquisitions added at the end of the pre- 
vious year's list. Even though damage to the various marble slabs has left individual 
inscriptions in a fragmentary state, careful comparison of the comissioners' names 
and the lists of objects for successive years has made it possible to restore missing 
letters and words with considerable accuracy. 

Most restorations, however convincing, are doomed to remain untested, but some- 
times further fragments of an incomplete restoration come to light, to confirm or con- 
found the restorations of previous editors. The dedication on the base of an archaic 
sculptured grave-stele from Attica, now in the Metropolitan Museum, may serve as 
an example. Of the seven fragments comprising the inscription the first four to come 
to light included three that join, while the fourth was a ‘floating’ fragment. Incomplete 
letters could be restored with some confidence from the surrounding traces, but 
editors have disagreed on the restoration of the missing parts. Since the epitaph is in 
verse, restorations must fit the metrical form as well as complete the sense and the 
grammar in the available space. 
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In the first state John Marshall read the surviving letters correctly and proposed to 
place the floating fragment in the second line: 


MACAT PATE 
UNI EERE TA 
LEVELS 


uvénua pido Mel yaxAeit ue or ó] 
natéo éxé|0£xe Oalvdr| tel 
yovv ĝè g... 





He was also the first to suggest that Me in the first line might be the beginning of the 
name of Megakles, a member of the wealthy Alcmaeonid family. This suggested read- 
ing has been widely but not universally accepted. 

Some years later Hiller von Gaertringen proposed to read yov 6€ 9[(Aé uérép] in 
the third line and suggested a different reading in the second, introducing the name of 
Onetor: matzo éné[Oéxelv 'Ov[éróo| Meanwhile, unknown to Hiller von 
Gaertringen, another fragment had been added. This confirmed his conjectural [iA é] 
in the third line and the reading ézé0£xe in the second. Various other proposals 
followed, including an attempt by Gisela Richter to restore the whole verse making 
Megakles the dedicator and introducing the name of Menon for the dead youth. 


ALVEMROT OU E 


CNLSVEI' E EE ET a2 
L CO mon R ux 


uvéua pido. Me[yaxA&c ue] 
zac&p énébéxe |Mé|vov|i] 
xav ðE ihel keita 
aıvapétë Ovyatép] 





Me(gakles), his father, dedicated (me), a memorial to dear Menon; with him (lies 
buried) dear (Phainarete, the daughter) 


When the next two fragments were added it became clear that Hiller von 
Gaertringen's emendations were correct only in the third line. The second line con- 
tains no name: John Marshall had been right from the beginning. The text may now be 
restored: 


e OUS 
URURVEI'E zeo RLRE AKOM 
SURV ELITE RAS 


uv&ua pih uel 5 _] 

zatép éné0£xe 0avóvii|u] 

yov ÔÈ gidé uét&o 

1. Me[yaxAei ue?]is restored by some editors. 


P 


The last line remains a problem. Dietrich von Bothmer has proposed the insertion of 
a sculptor's signature in a metrical form that occurs elsewhere: £oyov 'ApiatokAéoc 
(‘the work of Aristokles’). Although this completes the elegaic couplet, the comment 
seems intrusive in a funerary epigram and leaves the word ‘mother’ hanging without a 
verb, ‘dedicated’ being in the singular, not the plural form. Unless more fragments 
turn up to complete the text, the last line seems likely to remain a mystery. 


9a 


9b 


9c 
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2 
Inscriptions on Stone 


Although many Greek inscriptions cannot be read and understood without a working 
knowledge of the language, a knowledge of the Greek alphabet alone is enough for 
those inscriptions that consist only of proper names. These can be read simply by 
substituting English letters for the corresponding Greek letters. Epitaphs, that is, 
inscriptions on gravestones, often consist only of names. An Athenian gravestone of 
about 430 Bc is inscribed simply with the name Xanthippos (adv@tmz0¢). 

The full name of an Athenian citizen consisted of his personal name, his father's 
name and the name of the deme or district in which they were registered. The 
patronymic, or father's name, is in the genitive case meaning (son) of ..*: Suixvdiwv 
| Evadxidov | éx Keoauéov (‘Smikylion, (son) of Eualkides, from Kerameis’). 

On a marble slab in New York a successful athlete is commemorated by an inscrip- 
tion with illustrations of the prizes he had won. The slab is unfortunately incomplete 
so the man's name is lost, but he was of the deme of Rhamnous in Attica, and his 
father's name may be restored as Alexander: 


Ilava05- "Io0uua é& "Apyovc Néulea| 
vata aonics 


[-_—‘Ade]Edvdoov ‘Panvototos &vy|.. —_] 


Panathenaia Isthmia The shield from Argos Nemea 
|... son of Ale]xander of Rhamnous... 


The surviving illustrations show a Panathenaic prize amphora, the pine crown from 
Isthmia, the Argive shield and the crown of wild celery from Nemea. On the left, 
above the man’s name, there would have been an illustration of another prize, 
perhaps the laurel crown from Delphi or even the crown of wild olive from Olympia. 


10 Prizes won by an athlete from Rhamnous. Roman imperial period. MMA 59.11.19. 


ONT 
SN ^. 
Y 


DOM UN | 


^ Jx 





GREEK INSCRIPTIONS 





11 Epitaph of Smikylion, mid-4th century sc. BM GR 1850.7-24.1. 


Other types of inscriptions could consist chiefly of names - in particular, dedica- 
tions to deities. It was a common practice to dedicate offerings either in support of 
petitions or in thanksgiving for favours granted. Strictly speaking, ‘votive’ offerings 
are those made in fulfilment of a vow (Latin votum), but the term is also applied to 
dedications in general, including petitions and thank-offerings. In practice it is often 
impossible to assign an individual offering to a particular category. Such offerings 
were frequently made to the deities who were believed to be responsible for curing 
diseases, particularly Asklepios and Hygicia. Asklepios, the patron of medical centres 
at Epidauros, Kos and various other places in the Greek world, was believed to have 
been a human physician who received heroic or divine honours after his death. 
Hygieia was the personification of Health (her name is the root of the English word 
‘hygiene’). 

A marble slab, which was found in the sanctuary of Asklepios on Melos, has a 
relief showing a leg from just above the knee together with an inscription ‘AoxAn|at@ cover 
| xat | hvyeíg || Téyn | ebyapto|thotoy (“Tyche (dedicated this) to Asklepios and 
Hygieia (as a) thank-offering’). The aspirate is represented by two dots over the 
upsilon. Note that the iotas, which form part of the case-ending for the dative case, 
are printed beneath the omega and the alpha (‘subscript’), as they would be in a 
literary text, since they do not appear on the stone. When the iota is cut on the stone, 
this is indicated by printing it beside the relevant letter (‘adscript’), as in no. 9. Tyche 
had evidently suffered from some kind of leg trouble and presented this slab in 
thanksgiving for a cure. This practice of dedicating representations of parts of the 
body that have been healed survives to this day in Greece and other countries of 
southern Europe. The inscription has modern parallels too: the personal columns of 
religious newspapers occasionally include items like the following: "Thanksgiving to 
St Jude for favours received. 

Alexander the Great made a more imposing dedication to the goddess Athena, an 12 
entire temple at Priene in Asia Minor. The first part of his long journey of conquest 
took him through Asia Minor, where he liberated the Greek cities from Persian rule. 
The historian Strabo records that Alexander offered to defray the entire cost of 
rebuilding the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus, which had been burnt down in 356 Bc, 
on condition that the gift should be recorded by an inscription on the Temple. There 8 
was a precedent for this since King Croesus had dedicated many of the columns of 
the previous temple. The Ephesians, however, declined Alexander's offer on the 
grounds that it was not fitting for one god to dedicate a temple to another. No ancient 
historian records that Alexander made a similar offer to the people of Priene, but the 
dedicatory inscription on the temple indicates that the offer was both made and 
accepted; BaoiAg)c "AAéEavóposc | avéOnxe tov vaóv | 'AOnvaint IIoA.áÓi (‘King 
Alexander dedicated the temple to Athena Polias’). After the temple was excavated in 
1869-70 by the Society of Dilettanti, this block and several others from the adjacent 
wall were removed to London. Immediately below the dedication was inscribed a 
letter from Alexander granting Priene various privileges including exemption from 
taxes, while the rest of the wall was used for other records, forming a kind of perma- 
nent civic archive. 277 
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12 Alexander the Great's dedication of the temple of Athena Polias at Priene, 334 Bc. 
BM GR 1870.3-20.88. 


Inscriptions recording the dedication of buildings could include a list of the 
officials involved in the construction. An example from Iasos records work on the 
Council Chamber and the Archeion. The Archeion, the residence or office of the 
principal Magistrate, was also the place where public records were preserved. It prob- 
ably stood alongside the Council Chamber like the corresponding record office (the 
Metroon) at Athens. 


oi aip£OÉ£vtec Tov te Bovdevtypiov Kal TOV Goyetov éxuusAqvat 
Abvoavdpos ‘Aprotoxpitov, Mevoitios Eixoaton, 'lepoxAfjc Táoovosc, 
*"IepoxAfjc Aéovtoc, 'Apxtivos looedinnov, Kat 0 Gpyuékxtov 
'Ava£&ayópagc 'Aneddix@vtog 'Ouovoíat kai tat uw. 

The elected commissioners of the Council Chamber and the Archeion Lysandros 
(son) of Aristokritos, Menoitios (son) of Eukratos, Hierokles (son) of Jason, 
Hierokles (son) of Leon, Arktinos (son) of Poseidippos, and the architect 
Anaxagoras (son) of Apellikon (dedicated the buildings) to Concord and the 
People. 


Other inscriptions of [asos and an account by the Roman historian Livy of relations 
between King Antiochos and the people of Iasos suggest that political concord was 
achieved in the city during the second century Bc by driving into exile those citizens 
who favoured alliance with Rome rather than with Antiochos. The city's loyalty to 
Antiochos was secured by generous gifts, and it is possible that he provided the 
money that was spent restoring the Council Chamber and the Archeion. These funds 
were administered by an ad hoc commission of five citizens. 

An inscription from a Roman arch at Thessalonika consists of the names of those 
who held public office at the time of its construction: 


zoAevvapxobvrov : Zoourátoov : tov - KA[zo]| xátoazc : Kat: Aovxtov - 
Hovtiov Xexoóvóo|v] | viov - AUAov - 'Aoviov : Xaffeévov - Anuntpiov - t[o9] 
| Pavotov: Anuntpiov : tod: NetxonbAewcs Zo|tAov]| tod Mapueviwvos - 
tov xai Mevioxov ` l'atov : 'AyiAAnto[v] | Moteitov : zauíov[] tig xóAs(o)c 
Tatpod: tov: 'Auuíac | vo? xat 'PyAov: yvuvaotaoyobvtoc : Taopov tov 
Tatpolv|| tod xat 'PyAov. 
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14 Woodcut showing the inscription on the Roman arch at Thessalonica before its demolition 
in 1876. 2nd century Ap. BM GR 1877.5-11.1. 


Sosipatros (son) of Kleopatra and Lucius Pontius Secundus, Aulus Avius Sabinus, 
Demetrios (son) of Faustus, Demetrios (son) of Nikopolis, Zoilos (son) of 
Parmenion, also known as Meniskos, (and) Gaius Agilleius Potitus as Politarchs, 
Tauros also known as Reglus (son) of Ammia as City Treasurer, and Tauros also 
known as Reglus (son) of Tauros as Gymnasiarch. 


The date can no longer be given in absolute terms since we do not have the annual list 
of the principal magistrates, or Politarchs, corresponding to the list of Athenian 
Archons. The title ‘Politarchs’ (literally/rulers of the citizens’) was used in several 
Greek cities and its occurrence at Thessalonika is also known from the Acts of the 
Apostles (XVII, 6:8). Although St Luke quotes the title correctly, this has dis- 
appeared in many English versions of Acts either by attempts to translate the term 
(Authorised Version: ‘rulers of the city’) or by vague periphrases (Revised Standard 
Version: ‘city authorities’). 

When the arch was demolished in 1876, a slab containing most of the text was 
taken to the British Consulate in Thessalonika, and it was presented to the British 
Museum in 1877 by J. E. Blunt, HM Consul General. The ends of lines three to four 
were carved on the next slab, which was unfortunately not preserved, but the whole 
text can be read in a woodcut showing the inscription before demolition. 

Two of the Politarchs, Aulus Avius Sabinus and Gaius Agilleius Potitus, together 
with Lucius Pontius Secundus who was father of another, have Roman names, which 
have been transliterated into Greek. The names of the other Politarchs are Greek in 
form. A similar mixture of Latin and Greek names can be seen in an inscription from 
Rhegion (now Reggio Calabria in southern Italy), which consists of a list of municipal 
officials and sacrificial assistants. Rhegion was founded as a Greek colony about 720 
Bc, and Greek continued to be spoken there long after the city came under Roman 
rule. The illustration shows a ‘squeeze’, an impression of the inscription made by forc- 
ing a sheet of moist, soft paper into the letters with a brush. When the paper has dried 
it may be removed from the stone, allowing the epigrapher to take away a light-weight 
and exact copy for study. 


npóravic k tod: idiov: Kal: Goxov : nevtaletnpiKds - Zé&(voc): 
Novudvos Xé&( vov): v(£oc): Matotpoc | ovvaputdvetc ` K(otvroc) 
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ERTO TANONG 
VIR OCC NOVON loCceA YATOY | 
SANCA, ROT we MNA ASI 


MEL QYASSDMOPNHAIO ENS MAD TIAA T 
ROE AAAG NEAXIQCOYHVOST: ANTONIA 

DA APUG THO OYATRTOUSTS IDEE CPI 

SA Oye NIS dar Co} TAPES THURERETAISS 
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15 Cult-officials at Rhegion in the Roman period, late 1st century Bc or x catüty AD. 
BM GR 1970.6-2.1. 


'Oprépioc * K(otvrov): v(iog): BéABiAAoc : M(ápxoc) Hetoó | vos : 
M(ápxov): v(ióc): Ho9Axeo : M(&pxoc): Kopvijjioc : M(ápxov): v(tac): 
Mapttédts | teooaxózo: - Mávioc : KopvijAuoc : Oos)00c : T(áioc) 'Avróvioc 
| Oútyg : igoooadmotys : I (éioc): TooAvoc - '"Pyyivoc: 

iepoxf((ov&) | I(éioc): KaAzocpvioc : Ovfjooc : teooxapéxtgc : K(oivtos): 
Katxthiog | Pyyivoc : t(a)uíac : MedigOovyoc : Maro$oov : onovdataAng | 
Nata@dicg xanvab)yngc : 'EAucov Matovpov u&ytuooc Zóotuoc. 


Prytanis-in-chief and Quinquennial Archon, Sextus Numonius Maturus, son of 
Sextus; Co-prytaneis, Quintus Ortorius Balbillius, son of Quintus, Marcus 
Petronius Pulcher, son of Marcus, Marcus Cornelius Martialis, son of Marcus. 
Haruspices, Manius Cornelius Verus, Caius Antonius Thytes; sacrificial 
trumpeter, Caius Iulius Reginus; sacrificial herald, Caius Calpurnius Verus; priest's 
attendant, Quintus Caecilius Reginus. Steward, Meliphthongos, (slave) of Maturus; 
ceremonial piper, Natalis; smoke-observer, Helicon, (slave) of Maturus; cook, 
Zosimos. 


It should be noted that although the inscription is in Greek most of the names are 
Latin in form. The difference between Latin and Greek names may reflect a distinc- 
tion between citizens and slaves, especially since the steward appears to be on the 
staff of the chief official. There is also a clear difference in status between those with 
religious titles (Haruspex, etc.) and those with municipal office, who add their patro- 
nymics. Each of the latter follows the Latin convention. In a Latin inscription the first 
name would appear as sEx(TUS) NUMONIUS SEX(TI) F(ILIUS) MATURUS. 

The heading of a list of youths undergoing military training (epheboi), which was 
carved on a marble shield about Ap 200, includes the name of the trainer (kosmetes) 
in large letters: "AÀAxaguévovc xooun|tevovtos Éónfoi ('Epheboi, Alkamenes being 
trainer’). There is a ligature between eta and beta in ‘epheboi’. The names of the 
epheboi are listed by tribes, beginning as usual with the tribe of Erechtheis. The sign 
Z is used to mark the start of each new tribe, and a curved line J indicates that the 
youth's father's name was the same as his own. Abbreviations are identified by a sign 
like an acute accent ('). 


'Ep£x0scíóoc Tribe of Erechtheis 
Avo àros) Anuntocos Aurelius Demetrios 
loítvxog Zwxv{ pov) Isitychos (son) of Zopyros 
Z@VOOS > Zopyros (son of Zopyros) 
Zoowuuavóc Log Zosimianus (son) of Soph(...) 
$avíac Mvotixod Phanias (son) of Mystikos 


‘Hoaxheidns > Herakleides (son of Herakleides) 
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16 List of Ephebes at 
Athens, c. Ap 200. 
BM GR 1805.7-3.232. 


The names of the foreigners who had come to Athens to complete their education are 
given at the bottom under the heading ézévyoad$o: (‘enrolled in addition’), and 
Alkamenes adds a comment in the fourth column: 


advtixoonytn 06 ov|k éyonodunv dua 10 | Év v vóuw zept to)| vov UNdEV 
yeyoa||¢0at lws te xat| v vid exonoduny | elc tadtny viv | ézuuéALav | 
M(ápoxo) A2onAío || 'AAxauéve Aau|zroet. 


I did not use a deputy Kosmetes because nothing is written in the law about this, 
and especially because I used my son M. Aurelius Alkamenes of Lamptrai for this 
duty. 


To read this comment by Alkamenes on the actual stone requires some knowledge of 
Greek beyond the mere alphabet. The same is true of most inscriptions, including 
epitaphs that are not confined to the names of the dead. A grave-stele from Smyrna 17 
commemorates two men, both of whom were awarded an honorary crown by their 
fellow citizens. The crowns are shown at the top of the stele and ó ôĝ|uog (‘the 
People"), is written in each. The men's names follow, in the accusative case instead of 

the nominative that is more usual on grave reliefs, as if they were quoted from the text 

of an honorary decree passed by the People: 


Anuoxany AnuoxAfv 
AnuoxAágovc "Audi Aóxov 281 
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The men themselves are represented in low relief, and below are eight lines of verse: 


TOV zivvtOv KATA zóávra xat £&oyov ÈV zoAujvrauc 

avéoa, ynoaáA1ov téouat £yovra piov, 
'Alóeo vvxíoto uéAac oztó£Eato xóAzOG, 

evoepéwv 0' dainv evvaotv éc KALoinv. 
uvijua ô’ &zodOuuévouo zapa TONXHAaV &taprov 

Toto Náis kevi veb6e OVV EvVETLOL. 
Ecive, où 0’ &e(oac AguoxAÉoc viéa yatotuv 

Anpoxiéa ot£(yoic éfAaféc ixvos Eycv. 
The man (who was) wise in all things and eminent among the citizens, reaching the 
end of a long life, the black bosom of gloomy Hades welcomed (him) and laid (him) 
on the hallowed couch of the pious. This memorial of (one who) perished along a 
rough path his son set up, together with his wedded wife. Stranger, having bidden 
farewell to Demokles (son) of Demokles, may you travel with safe footsteps. 


The epitaph of a man called Rhoummas is also in three lines of verse, carved in a 
recessed panel on the front of a herm, a rectangular pillar surmounted by a man's 
head. Herms with the head of Hermes or Dionysos were often placed near doorways 
or crossroads, but this one may have served as a grave-marker and appears to be a 
portrait. It was made by cutting down a statue, which had perhaps been broken 
previously. The legs no longer exist, the arms have been reduced to projections, and 
the trunk has been squared off. A notch about half-way down his left side shows 
where the rib cage ended, and there are traces of the buttocks at the back. The shapes 
of the letters, including a tendency to serifs, the lunate sigma and epsilon, and the 
cursive mu and omega, are consistent with the date between ap 100 and 150 
suggested by the style of the sculpture. Only one of the eyes has an engraved circle for 
the pupil: perhaps Rhoummas was partially blind. 

The inscription is again cut without regard for word endings, but the ends of the 
lines of verse correspond with the ends of the fifth, ninth and fourteenth (last) lines of 
the text. An ivy wreath is used as a space filler at the end of the fifth line. 


'Povuu&v | avdoa BAénzov|vec év eixó|w napuapol|zaíoto | 

yvopíoatt | ueyáAac nilotets àvooav|za bu’ evyiie || 

o*x £0avév | ye Bavor, | &yaOfjc yap | évróvyavs | yvougc. 

Recognise Rhoummas when you look at him in a portrait carved in marble, a man 
who performed great (deeds of) faith through prayer; dying he did not indeed die, 
for he came by a good repute. 


An ivy wreath is also used to separate two lines of verse on another grave stone with a 
slightly gruesome but moralising tone. A representation of a skeleton is carved in 
relief below the inscription, which reads: 


einetv tig Óbvarau | oxivos Auxóoapxov | &0oroac 

einep "YAac | Ospoeitns rjv, à | napodeita; 

Who can say, having looked at a fleshless corpse, whether it was Hylas or 
Thersites, passer-by? 


Hylas was a beautiful youth who set off with Herakles to accompany the Argonauts. 
He disappeared en route for, having been sent off to get water, he was seized by the 
nymphs on account of his beauty’ (Apollodorus 1. 9.19). Thersites on the other hand 
was ‘the ugliest man who went to Troy’, according to Homer (Iliad 2. 216). The impli- 
cation of the epigram is that the fair and the ugly were equal in death. 





17 Above and below (detail) Epitaph 
of Demokles, 2nd or Ist century ac. 
BM GR 1772.7-3.2. 








18 Above Epitaph of 
Rhoummas, c. Ap 100-150. 
BM GR 1948.10-19.1. 
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19  LeftFunerary epigram 
illustrated by a skeleton, Roman 
period. BM GR 1805.7-3.211. 


21 Above Honours for the 
athlete Loukios of Miletus, 
Roman period. 

BM GR 1859.12-26.91. 


20 Left Epitaph of Avita, 
Roman period. 
BM GR 1805.7-3.187. 








22 A curse for the misuse of a tomb at Halicarnassus, 2nd or 3rd century Ap. 
BM GR 1847.12-20.3. 


Death came early to Avita, a child of ten, whose grave relief shows her seated with 
a scroll on her lap. The object in front of her is probably a reading-stand with another 
scroll on it. Her pet dog sits behind her chair. "“ABeita - Cyoaoa : čty > v -| ugvac 
dbw | xaioete (‘Avita, having lived 10 years 2 months. Farewell’). Her name was Avita 
in Latin, transliterated into Greek as “ABeita in accordance with the pronunciation 
of the time. Epitaphs of children, especially in the Roman world, often gave their ages 
very accurately in terms of years and months, sometimes in days, and even occasion- 
ally in hours. 

In the Greek cities of Asia Minor it was customary for those who could afford it to 
have a tomb for themselves and members of their families built during their own life- 
time. Many of the inscriptions from such built tombs include a prohibition on un- 
authorised burial there. The prohibition was sometimes backed by the threat of a fine, 
or, as in an inscription from Halicarnassus, by a formidable curse. 


[t]o uvgueiov xacveox|eva]oav “Epung kat 600100619 "AzxoAAoÓÓpo0v: ur) 
é€éotw ÔE | Érepov teOjvar undéva, el un “Eounv názav xai Qoroĝótyv Kat 
"Eouv | tò óvoua tò “Epundoc Opentov abtav-ei ÓÉ v.c éntyeronjot Oeivai 
tiva u9ó£ | yf) Kapmogopr corto aùt® unoé 6aAacoa TAWTH UNOE TEKVOV 
óvio()s || unde Biov Kpatnars AAG dÀgzavádm El Tig O€ énuyeuorjou AiBov 
aoa 1) Ad|oat aO, tw EmtKatapatos Tai MOOVEYOAUMEVALC ápaic, ov08 
ééé|ovo éxyopfjoaí vuv. tò uvgutov: EntueAnoovtat ÔÈ oi ÓLaxatéyovrec | tò 
oixíó.ov to é&évavti tod uvyutov. 


Hermes and Thoiodote (daughter) of Apollodoros set up the memorial. It is not 
allowed for anyone else to be buried except Hermes the father and Thoiodote and 
Hermes their slave (given) the name of Hermes. But if anyone attempts to bury 
anyone, may the land not be fruitful for him nor the sea navigable, may he have no 
profit from his children nor a hold on life but may he encounter utter destruction; 
and if anyone attempts to remove a stone or loosen it, let him be cursed by the 
curses inscribed above; and it is not allowed to transfer the memorial to anyone; 
and those who occupy the cottage opposite the tomb shall take care of it. 


A very large number of surviving inscriptions both from Athens and elsewhere record 
the honours awarded to men during their own lifetime for various reasons. These 
often took the form of decrees passed either by the Council in the name of the entire 
citizen body or by the Council and People together. At Miletus the Council and 
People honoured a successful local athlete with an inscription set up in the precinct of 
Apollo at Didyma where the Didymaean Games were held. The steps of the temple 
itself served as a grandstand for the races, and they are still covered with the names of 
spectators. 


'Aya6f) Tóyn | Acóxiov Acvxi|ov vrýoavta | ta neyáAa Auóv|| neca, 
aywvod|uevov ó8 xat 'O|Auuzuo và év ITet|o]n nepi tod oveóá|vov, 
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&yovaáutvov || 0 xai tovs GAAovc | anavtas ayavas | &&toveixws 
72? Bovldy xat ó Ojos. 


(With) Good Fortune! The Council and the People (honour) Lucius (son) of Lucius 
for his victory in the Great Didymaean Games and for having competed for the 
crown in the Olympic Games at Pisa and for having competed in all the other 
competitions in a manner worthy of victory. 


Even to take part in the Olympic Games, which were controlled by the citizens of 
Pisa in whose territory Olympia lay, was evidently considered to bring honour to the 
city from which Lucius came. 

A. very large number of decrees simply give praise and honour, rather like a 
modern ‘vote of thanks’, no more tangible reward being thought necessary. A striking 
example was found at Tomis (modern Constanta), which in antiquity was the principal 
city, or metropolis, of a federation (koinon) of Greek cities, including Histria and 
Odessos. They were all on the west coast of the Black Sea, south of the Danube, and 
the senior official of the Federation was known as the Pontarch (‘ruler of Pontos’, that 
is, of the Black Sea). While it is not certain when the Federation was founded, it is 
clear from inscriptions found at Tomis that the Romans made use of it as an instru- 
ment of imperial rule. The Pontarch also served as Chief Priest in the cult of the 
emperor and in this capacity he was entitled - and therefore expected - to provide 
public displays of gladiatorial combats and the slaughter of wild beasts. These spec- 
tacular events, although disgusting to modern sensibilities, were highly popular in 
Rome, and the taste for them was deliberately spread around the cities of the empire 
to foster the dissemination of Roman culture. The inscription, which dates from the 
second century, records a decree congratulating Aurelius Priscius Annianus for 
carrying out the duties of Pontarch and Chief Priest, in particular for not failing to 
provide displays of gladiators and wild beasts. As often, the Pontarch's wife had 
served as Chief Priestess and shared her husband's honours. Under Roman influence 
many adjacent letters in this inscription have been linked as ‘ligatures’. 
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23 Honours for Aur. 
Priscius Annianus, Pontarch at 
Tomis, 2nd century AD. 

BM GR 1864.3-31.6. 
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Kata ta O6€avta th Koatioty 
Bovàái): Kat và Aaunpotaty : Ojuw ths Aap - 
Mpotatns ` untponoAews Kat 
a’: tov £bovÓóuov Ilóvrov: Tóutog tov 
zovtápygv : Aoo(A.ov): Hosíoxiov 

"Avv.avóv 
Gp£éavra tod xowo9 tov 'EAAvov kai tis uolo] - 
ROAEWS tijv: a’: ápyrv àyvüc xai ápyieoaoá - 
u£vov tijv Ou’ OnAwy xai kxvvgyeatàv EvddEWS 
duAoteuuíav uy Ó.aAuztóvza, GAda kai BovAev - 
THY Kal Tov ztiootevóvrov dAapíac Neaozó - 
Aéws xai thy Gpxiépe.av oúußiov avtod, 

Tovdiav ’Anodavotny, 

záonc TEMAS YAOLV. 


With Good Fortune. 

In accordance with the decree of the most puissant Council and the most 
illustrious People of Tomis, the most illustrious Metropolis and the first (city) on 
the west of the Black Sea: All honour to the Pontarch Aur(elius) Priscius 
Annianus, 

who held with distinction the highest office of the Confederacy of the Hellenes and 
of the Metropolis, and who served as Chief Priest, nobly missing no opportunity to 
present spectacles of armed men and wild animal hunters, being in addition a 
member of the Council and one of the leading citizens of Flavia Neapolis, and to 
the Chief Priestess, his wife Julia Apolausta. 


After 403/2 sc the Ionic alphabet was used in all official Athenian inscriptions, 
including not only those dealing with the government of the city as a whole but also 
those relating to individual demes, which had a corporate life of their own. The office 
of Demarch ('ruler of the deme") was very important locally, and the Demarch's name 
therefore appears alongside that of the Archon in an inscription of the deme of 
Piraeus publishing the regulations governing the lease of public land to private indi- 
viduals. Provision was made to guarantee the payment of rents, restrictions were 
placed on the removal of soil and timber, and cultivation was forbidden during the 
last six months of a ten-year lease to allow the next leaseholder to plough immedia- 
tely. The Archon's name is Archippos, but since the archonship was held by men of 
that name in both 321/0 and 318/7 Bc it is uncertain to which year this document 
belongs. 


éni 'Apyínzov apyovtos Govvíovoc óguapxyot|vroc]| [x]arà váóe 
mobodo Tetpatetc Hapahiav xai ‘Aduvoilldla xat tò Ogottov xai tahia 
TEMEVY ATAVTA* TOUS uuo(0o)|[ o ]agc£ vovs rèp: A’: Spaywas kabiorávat 
aou maa TS ull[rde690€ovs ad .óypeov Tos è évTds A’ Spayp(o)v 
éyyvmtijl|v] &zxoóróóuevov ta éavro thc uio000£0g. éni totode ul[ro0090uw 
avenitiunta xat áteAT). éàv O€ tis elodopá yl ]yvgvac dno àv xopíov tod 
tiufjua toc, rovc Onudtac e|[Zogépsrv. tHY 0€ vuv xai THY yfjv urj EEEoTH 
éEdyewv tolols utoOwoapévous, unte £x tod Onosiov uýte éx Tov GAAlwv 
TEMEVOV LOE THY VÀ qv (Q)AAVOG Tj TOL xwpiar. ol uvo(0o)|a de vov TO 
OcouogdptLov Kat tò tod Zyoivobvroc kai (O| Aha évvóyua viv 
uíoQo(dav xaraO/oovot thu u&v nuo|éav év tot Exatoupardv, vov ó€ 
huioéav év ta Hoorde ôv. of utoOwoduevot IHTapaA(av xat AAuvoíóa xat 
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24 Regulations for the lease of public land by the deme Piraeus, 321/0 Bc. 
BM GR 1785.5-27.9. 


tò On| osiov xai tàAAa ct nod ti éotív, ooa olóv te Kal Oeuttor | otv 
éoydolua nociv, kata tade E0yaoovtat, ta u£v é|vvéa Etn Ono àv 
Botvlwvtat, tà. O€ Ôekátowr Erle)t THY h uioéav Goody Kal uù niello), orto 
av tà. utoOwoapévar | età tradra Eg bzeoyáteo0at ano ths Extys éni 
óéx|a tod ’AvOcotnoL@voc žav Ó8 nAciw Godont 1) THY NuLoélay, TOY 
Onuotav Éato 6 Kaonds 6 nA£(oY. thy oixíav thv] | Ev AAuvz]íór 
otéyovoay zaoaAafov Kat obv Kata t|..] 
t.ovop@at|...| 


In the time of Archippos as Archon, Phrynion as Demarch. In accordance with the 
following terms the people of Piraeus lease Paralia and Halmyris and the Theseion 
and all the other precincts; those leasing for more than 10 drachmas are to 
provide a security of a value equivalent to the rent; for those leasing for less than 
10 drachmas, the guarantor is to give his own property as security for the loan. 
Under these conditions they lease without rates and without taxes; but if any War 
Tax is levied on the valuation of the property, the demesmen are to contribute. 
And the Lessors shall not be permitted to remove the mud (?wood) or the soil, 
neither from the Theseion nor from the other precincts, nor (to carry off) the 
wood elsewhere than to the property. Those leasing the Thesmophorion and the 
(place) of the reed-growing and any other (places) covered by legislation shall pay 
the rent half in the (month of) Hekatombaion and half in the (month of) 
Poseideion. Those leasing Paralia and Halmyris and the Theseion and the other 
places if there are any, so far as it is possible and proper to bring (them) into 
cultivation, shall cultivate them as follows: for nine years however they wish, but in 
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the tenth year (they are) to till for half the year and no more, so that it shall be 
possible for the one who leases subsequently to plough up from the 16th of (the 
month of the) Anthesteria. And if he tills for more than the half year, the excess 
crop shall belong to the deme[smen]. Taking over the roofed house in 

Halmyris ... (he shall maintain it?) upright ... 


It is possible that Atv (‘mud’) in the ninth line was an error by the stonecutter for 
vAny (‘wood’). The stonecutter certainly made several other errors, including alpha 
and lamda for omega in the fifth and nineteenth lines, lamda for alpha in the 
eleventh, eta for epsilon in the eighteenth, omicron omitted near the end of the 
twelfth, and blank spaces for sigma in the middle of the thirteenth and for theta omega 
at the end of the eleventh. 

The next group of inscriptions from Athens date from before 403/2 sc and make 
use of the Attic alphabet. The chief difference among the consonants is that A repre- 
sents gamma, not (as in the Ionic alphabet) /amda, which in Attic is written V. The 
sign H (heta) is still used as the aspirate (and is transliterated as A) rather than as the 
‘long’ form of the vowel ‘e’. In the Attic alphabet both ‘long’ and ‘short’ forms as well 
as the diphthong ‘ei’ are represented by epsilon, and omicron stands not only for the 
‘long’ and ‘short’ forms of ‘œ’ but also for most cases of the diphthong ‘ou’. Since the 
double consonants xi and psi have not yet been introduced, the sounds they represent 
are written as chi sigma (X$) and phi sigma (6$). Sigma itself was often written with 
four bars ‘€) in the Ionic fashion before the use of the Ionic alphabet became manda- 
tory. A few scattered examples occur even before 500 sc, and after about the middle 
of the fifth century the old three-barred sigma (s) gradually dropped out of use. 

The attractive appearance of so many of the official inscriptions of the Athenian 
democracy in the later fifth century Bc is largely achieved by a combination of 
a classically simple style of lettering with a strict adherence to the discipline of the 
stoichedon arrangement. Although the work of particular stonecutters can sometimes 
be recognised in groups of inscriptions, in the absence of signatures or other records 
not one of these men is known to us by name. 

It was the Athenian custom in time of war to commemorate each year the men who 
fell on active service. The famous funeral oration, which Thucydides puts into the 
mouth of Perikles at the end of the first year of the Peloponnesian War, is a model of a 
speech for such an occasion. A memorial was also provided at public expense. In 432 25 
5C, shortly before the Peloponnesian War itself broke out, the Athenians saw action at 
Potidaea. Thucydides tells us that the Athenian victory came quickly, whereupon 
some of the Potidaeans fled to the walls. ‘After the battle’, he goes on, ‘the Athenians 
set up a trophy and they surrendered the dead under truce to the Potidaeans. Of the 
Potidaeans and their allies not far short of 300 were killed, of the Athenians them- 
selves 150 men and Kallias the General" A single slab survives from the monument 
built in Athens to commemorate Kallias and his men. The inscription includes twelve 
lines of verse that evidently comprised three epigrams of four lines each. The first is 
very fragmentary, but the other two may be restored with some confidence. In one the 
flight of some of the Potidaeans, which was described by Thucydides, is contrasted 
with the honourable fate of the dead. A small fragment of the same inscription, which 
was found in the Athenian agora in 1935, preserves a few letters from the ends of the 
last three lines, so confirming the restorations proposed in earlier publications. 


aldéo uèu $ovyàg vneðéyoato oóy[ava ðE x00v| 
Tove IIoreióaíac ð’ àudi ztóAac ¿Al úber]. 
£y0p0v Ó' oi uev Éyoot Tago uéooc, h[oi 08 óvyóvtec] 
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teyos miototatév heAníÓ' £0evro [Bíov]. 
avopas uèu mods hede nobe? xai ót uoc 'Eoex0£oc| 
zoóo0e Tlotetdaias hot0c|vov éu aploluc&yatc, 
zatóec ‘Abevaior, dovyas 6’ &vriopo|x|a 0évvec 
&AA]éxoavr doetév xai natplið] evxaléioay. 


The air received the spirits and [the earth] the bodies of these men, and [they were 
undone] around the gates of Potidaea; of their enemies some attained the destiny 
of the grave, others [fled and] made the wall their surest hope [of life]. 

This city and the people [of Erechtheus] mourn the men who died in [battle] before 
Potidaea, sons of Athenians; [placing] their lives as a counterpoise they received 
glory in exchange and brought honour to their native land. 


D r 


25 Epitaph for the Athenian casualties at 
Potidaea, 432 ac. BM GR 1816.6-10.348. 





The inscription for the men who fell at Potidaea in 432 doubtless included a list of 
their names, which has not survived. Among related inscriptions that have survived is 

26 a list of Athenians who were killed on active service in a single year during the 
Peloponnesian War. Some parts of the list are difficult to read since the surface of the 
stone has been damaged and a number of letters are illegible. A fairly easy section 
appears about half-way down the first column. 


"Avttoxtdog of (the tribe) Antiochis 
"Aptotomedéc Aristomedes 
“AuEetvoxAés Ameinokles 
"ALOYLVES Aischines 
IlavraxA&c Pantakles 
Xapíó&uoc Charidemos 
Tiuóxoevoc Timoxenos 
Avtidávnc Antiphanes 

éu IHoczuóaíat in Potidaea 
Havraxiéic Pantakles 
"Ayvóóguoc Hagnodemos 
"Apxíac Archias 

éy “Auginodet in Amphipolis 
Diidgoov Philophron 


The men’s names are grouped according to their tribes, and the first word in each 
section is the name of the tribe. There is a blank line at the end of each section before 
the next heading. The name of Antiphanes was added later in this space: the letters do 
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26 List of Athenian casualties, 425/4 or 424/3 pc. BM GR 1816.6-10.173. 


not conform to the stoichedon pattern, and the stonecutter has used H for eta. Since 
the names of the tribes recur in each column, it seems likely that the casualties of two 
major engagements head the list, but the exact locations are not known since the 
upper part of the slab is missing. At the foot of the first column are the names of those 
who fell at Potidaea and Amphipolis, in Thrace and at Pylos, Sermylia and Singos. It 
has been suggested that most of these campaigns can be placed in 424 sc, and that the 
casualty from Pylos died of wounds received there in the previous year. Non-citizens 
who gave their lives are listed at the end of the second column under three headings: 
engraphoi (‘enrolled men’), toxotai (‘archers’) and xenoi (‘aliens’). 

To the historian the records of the valuable gifts presented from time to time to the 
goddess Athena provide an insight into the working of the Athenian democracy. 
Commissions of citizens, including a chairman and a secretary, were appointed 
annually to be responsible for the treasures. An inventory was taken each year when 
responsibility was handed over from one commission to the next, and the lists seem to 
have been recorded permanently on stone every four years on the occasion of the 
Great Panathenaia. To the epigrapher the repetitive nature of the lists provides an 
opportunity to restore with almost complete certainty the gaps in the text caused by 
damage to the surviving slabs. The texts themselves provide many examples of the 
acrophonic system of numerals. One drachma is represented by F and one obol by |. 
The account of the treasures kept in the pronaos (‘front porch’) of the Parthenon for 
the year 414/3 Bc, for the first year of a four-yearly cycle, begins as follows: 


[r&6]e [zxapéóo]oav hat téttapes coylai, hat édidocav tov Aóyov èx 
Havabévaidv é¢ Havabévata *”||(tot]¢ tapiats Tevoapevor Hatav|iet xat 
youvapyoot hoig IToAvu£óég Kēģioíðvoç ’Atéveds éypal|iuud)teve: hor 08 
tauia, hoic HoAv[uéó£c Kégtotovos "Ar&veUc éyoaupateve, napéóooav 
toig tau”]|| iaig] ToAvyoevide 'Axapvei xot xlovvapyoat, hoic Asvxotog 
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27 Inventory of treasurers in the Parthenon, 414/13 and 413/12 sc. BM GR 1816.6-10.282. 


Kouápyo 'Adióvatoc éyoaupuáreve, "||| [év tôt] modvedt 9.448 xovo£ éxc ic 
d[xopaívovrai, &otabuoç: $.áAat ápyvoal HAAI, otabuov tod” ||[ vov 
TT|HHHHAAAFF: xépata &poyvpa ill, [oraOuov ro$róv IRAAPFEFE: 
notéota &oyvpà M, oxa0uóv todtov "|| LHRAPFE:] Aóyvoc &ápyvpoóc, 
otaduov tovto AAAP'FFE- 


These (are the) things (that) the four commissions who rendered the account from 
Panathenaia to Panathenaia handed over to the stewards Teisamenos of Paiania 
and his colleagues for whom Polymedes (son) of Kephision of Atene was secretary; 
and (the things that) the stewards for whom Polymedes (son) of Kephision was 
secretary handed over to the stewards Polyxenides of Acharnai and his colleagues, 
for whom Leukaios (son) of Komarchos of Aphidnai was secretary, in the pronaos: 
a golden libation bowl, from which they sprinkle themselves, unweighed; 121 
silver libation bowls, the weight of these 2 Talents 432 Drachmas; 3 silver drinking 
horns, the weight of these 528 Drachmas; 5 silver cups, the weight of these 167 
Drachmas; a silver lamp, the weight of this 38 Drachmas... 


In the three remaining years of the cycle the preamble is different. The account for 
413/2 Bc begins: 


[tade hoi] tapiat tov luepóv yo&y|átov| v&c "A0&vaíac Io|Avyoevíógc 
"Ayapvevs xai yovvaoxovtec,||[hoig Aev]xatoc Kouópxo "Adióva[toc 
&voauuáreve, napléðocarv roic rautaic, hoic AvroxAe(ósgc ""]|| [ Xoovoárjo 
doedopios éyoauparleve, K|addaioyoo Evnlvpide kai xovvápyoot 
napadexocuevot ”||(xaod tőr] zooréoov rauióv, hot |IoAv|uéógc 
K£fuoíov| og “Atévevc éyoauueve, v tot npóveðr "| 


These (are the) things the stewards of the sacred monies of Athena, Polyxenides of 
Acharnai and his colleagues, for whom Leukaios (son) of Komarchos of Aphidnai 
was secretary, handed over to the stewards for whom Autokleides (son) of 
Sostratos of Phrearoi was secretary, Kallaischros of Eupyridai and his colleagues 
having received (them) from the previous stewards, for whom Polymedes (son) of 
Kephision of Atene was secretary, in the pronaos ... 


It is not known for certain when construction began on the temple on the Athenian 
acropolis now known as the Erechtheion. It was probably some time after 421 Bc, but 
work was later postponed at a date that is also not recorded. In the late summer of 
409 nc the Athenian Assembly passed a decree proposed by Epigenes appointing a 





28 Report of the Building Commission for the Erechtheion at Athens, 409/8 Bc. 
BM GR 1785.5-27.1. 


Commission to complete the temple. The date is given in the prescript of a long 28 
inscription, in which the Commission recorded its progress during the first year: the 
decree was passed during the first session of the Council in the archonship of Diokles, 

who took office in 409 Bc. The three commissioners included Chariades from Agryle, 

who was one of the Treasurers of the Delian League (Hellenotamias) in 408/7 Bc, and 

was evidently a man of some standing. Assisted by an architect and a secretary, the 
Commissioners began by carrying out a detailed survey of the building so far as it had 
been completed and by compiling an inventory of the blocks, both finished and un- 
finished, that were lying around the site. Their first report also includes details of 
blocks set in place that year. 


[e]atotadtat tô veð tô ép node év hôi tò Goxatov ayahua, Booovy|t)- 
[ó]ec Kedtoue?c, Xapiáóeg "AypvAEOcv, Atóó&g Kéfioueóc, &oyucéxó|v] 
[PilAoxaés "Ayapvevs, YOappateds '"Exéapyog Kvdabévatetc, 

[trá]ðe dvéypagaay Zoya 10 veo hóg xatélaBov tyovta Kata tò poč- 
[ġro]ua t6 ó£uo ho 'Ezvyévéc elmev éxotoyaouéva. xat | héuiepya éni Ato- 
[«]Aéog aoyovtos, Kepozíóoc novtravevóočç noótëç éni v&c Boles 

[h]& Nuxodávéc Mapa80vioc ztpótoc éyoauuátevosv. 


TÔ veo táÓe xateAáfouev heuíeoya- 
éni tê. yovíat tét npg 10 Kexponio: 
nÀAívOoc &Oéroc u&£xog revoá- 
Il 2roÓac, tAadtoc Ótzoóac, 1áyoc 
zouheuizoóíogc. 
uHaoxyaAuaíav u&xog teroázoóÓa, 
| zÀAároc toinoda, mayos TOLV 
heutnootov. 
énixpavírióac u£xoc TETOANO- 
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D Óac,zAártoc voízoóac, xéyoc 

tolov heutmodtoyv. 
yoviatav u&xoc hezvázoóa, 

[I] | zAárog tetpoadnoda, náyoc 
vpióv heyuuxoóíov. 
yoyytiosg Aí80c etos, &vríuo- 

[I] ooç tatc émtxpavitiotv ué£xog 
dexanoc, hó$ooc torov 
heurnootov. 


The Commissioners of the temple on the Acropolis, in which (there is) the ancient 
image: Brosyn...es [Brysonides?] of Kephisia, Chariades from Agryle, Diodes 
[Dioudes?] of Kephisia, architect [Phi]lokles of Acharnai, secretary Etearchos of 
Kydathenaion, recorded as follows the work on the temple in the state in which 
they found it completed or half-finished, in accordance with the decree of the 
People, which Epigenes proposed in the archonship of Dio[k]les, while the tribe of 
Kekropis held the first prytany, during (the session of) the Council in which 
Nikophanes of Marathon was the first to serve as secretary. 


We found the following parts of the temple half-finished: at the corner towards the 
Kekropion: 

4 wall-blocks unplaced, length four feet, width two feet, thickness one foot and a 
half; 

1 maschaliaia, length four feet, width three feet, thickness one foot and a half; 

5 blocks of wall-crown, length four feet, width three feet, thickness one foot and a 
half; 

1 angle-block, length seven feet, width four feet, thickness one foot and a half; 

1 moulded block unplaced, backing for the wall-crown, length ten feet, height one 
foot and a half. 


The term maschaliaia has not been convincingly explained. 

Fragments are preserved in the Epigraphic Museum in Athens of the lower part of 
this stele and also of related inscriptions that give details of expenditure on the Erech- 
theion in subsequent years. The account for 408/7 Bc names a different architect 
(Archilochos) from Agryle. Neither he nor Philokles actually designed the building, 
but they were responsible for supervising the construction. 

An earlier inscription with the Attic three-barred sigma is carved on three sides of 
a slab presented fo the British Museum in 1781 by the Society of Dilettanti, having 
been found in a house in Athens by Richard Chandler. The slab is incomplete, and 
the inscriptions on the principal faces are very fragmentary. They appear to deal with 
the regulations for various festivals celebrated by the deme Skambonidai. On one 
occasion the skin of the sacrificial victim is to be the perquisite of the Demarch, 
perhaps because he had to provide the beast in the first place. The flesh is to be distri- 
buted to the people raw. 

On the narrow end of the slab is an extract from the deme's financial regulations. 
The text is well preserved as far as it goes. It includes the end of the oath to be taken 
on assuming office and the beginning of the regulations for the financial examination 
normal at the end of a term in public office in Athens. 


|] x&ovx[0]|& : énayy|eA66: xa|i ta xo|[a]| và Zxagu|Bovióov | o00:xat 
d|xoóóoó: | apa tov e| v0vvov:r|ó Kadéxol|v:tadta é|nouvivels toc vo&lc 
Ged¢:hd|t av vO|v] | ko.vóv:u|e d0616|6arv:2apl|a tov evO|vvo[v a]od| —_— 





29 Epitaph of Chairedemos, c. 550 sc. MMA 16.174.6. 


... asit may] be heralded (and) announced. I shall both safeguard the common 
(property) of the Skambonidai, and I shall return to the Public Examiner what is 
due. These things (they are) to swear (by) the three gods. Whatever of the common 
(property) they do not give back to the Public Examiner ... 


The inscription from Skambonidai already has an epsilon with vertical and horizontal 
strokes and a theta in the form of a dot in a circle. At an earlier stage of the develop- 
ment of the Athenian alphabet epsilon was written with oblique strokes and the 
upright had an extension below the lowest bar; theta had a cross rather than a dot in 

the circle; and chi was sometimes written + rather than X. The two following inscrip- 
tions are both written boustrophedon. A metrical epitaph on the base of a stele in 29 
New York consists of an elegiac couplet (a dactylic hexameter followed by a penta- 
meter). The layout of the inscription ignores the verse form, but punctuation is used 

to separate some of the words. At the end is an additional comment in prose about 

the sculptor, perhaps an actual signature: 


Xaipedéuo i tóðe o&pa : natép Éozé[os | Ojavóvroc : 
'"Avóuxóp(&)c : &ya00v xaióa o|Aoóvoóusvol|c| 
Daidipoc noie 


On the death of Chairedemos his father Amphichares set up this monument 
mourning a good son. Phaidimos made it. 


In the name of Chairedemos the third syllable should be ‘long’, but it has been treated 
as 'short' in order to force the name into the metre. 

A second Athenian gravestone in New York has a simpler epitaph: ‘Avtuyéver : 30 
Havaioxés én|é0éxev (‘To Antigenes Panaisches set up (this monument)). 


30 Epitaph of Antigenes, c. 510-500 sc. MMA 15.167. 
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Another early inscription, also written boustrophedon, records the presentation of 
a wine-bowl and strainer for civic use in the town hall (prytaneion) at Sigeion in north- 
western Asia Minor. The text is given twice, first in the Ionic dialect and alphabet, 
then in Attic with smaller letters and a more detailed text: 


Pavodixo| gui rÓpuox|oáreoc TO | | Hooxovvn| aio xontijo|a ó8 : Kal 
inoxlontiptov : x|ai t6uóv : ec n\ovravýiov | Zowxev : Suxelevouv. 


Savoóíxo : eiut : TO hlequoxpdtos : tO IIpoxo|véaío : KAYO: xpotépa | 
KARLOTATOY : KAL héOul ov : ç aputavetoy : : Adoxa : uvêpa : : Seye(t\ledor : 
éav Óé vi záoy|o usAeóaívev : ue à | Suyerés : kaí u’ éxo|(íé)oev i haíoózoc : 
Kall: hàósAdot. 


I am (the stele) of Phanodikos (son) of Hermokrates of Prokonnesos; and he gave a 
wine-bowl and a stand and a strainer to the Sigeans for the town hall. 

I am (the stele) of Phanodikos (son) of Hermokrates of Prokonnesos; and I gave 
a wine-bowl and a stand and a strainer to the Sigeans for the town hall as a 
memorial; and if I suffer anything, care for me, O Sigeans; and Haisopos and his 
brothers made me. 


Since Ionic was the dialect of the Sigeans themselves, repetition of the text in Attic 
suggests that the stele was set up after the Athenian conquest of the area, which 
according to Herodotus took place while Pisistratus was tyrant of Athens. The 
precise date of the stele has been the subject of much scholarly controversy, but a 
date just after the middle of the sixth century seems to fit both the historical circum- 
stances and the style of the inscription. 

Another Ionic inscription was brought to London from Ephesos by J. T. Wood, the 
discoverer of the temple of Artemis. It was part of a long text originally carved on a 
wall in columns, twenty-one letters wide, which were separated by vertical lines. In 
the adjacent column too few letters survive to permit restoration of the text. The 
surviving portion deals with the interpretation of lucky and unlucky signs in the flight 
of birds: 


[éx u&v TiS óg&ifj|g eic "v do.oteony zev|óuevjoc : nu u£v i adnoxodypelle 
óc]&oc, : nv ó£ i énápa : tillv eJÜOvvuov : zréovya : x&v | [éná]oer : Kav 
anoxov[ pet: e|[90v]vuoc, : £y 08: tfjg dptot||eojc] : ég THY ey : 
zetó|[uelvoc : Hu uev i i80c 1 axoxpll per: £9ovvnoc, : nv dé: vov | 
[óc&]ujv : zréovya : énóápag —_— — 


[...flying from right to left], if it goes out of sight, it is lucky; but if it raises its left 
wing, whether it rises or goes out of sight, it is unlucky; but flying from the left to 
the right, if it goes straight out of sight, it is unlucky, but if raising the right wing... 


The beginning of the sentence is missing but the first few words can be restored with 
some certainty by comparison with what follows in this rather repetitive text. In 
antiquity the left wing was clearly ill-omened. 

Although the letter-forms of the Ionic alphabet gradually became standard 
throughout Greece from the late fifth century Bc, the use of local dialects survived 
rather longer. An inscription of the later third century from Orchomenos is still in the 
Boeotian dialect that was spoken there. It records a contract between the city (called 
Erchomenos in Boeotian) and Euboulos (written Eubolos, reflecting Boeotian 
pronunciation) of Elateia. Euboulos had lent the city a large sum of money, and the 
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31 Left Extract from the financial regulations of the deme Skambonidai at Athens, c. 460 nc. 
BM GR 1785.5-27.2. 

32 Right Inscription from Sigeion in Ionic and Attic script and dialect, c. 550-540 nc. 

BM GR 1816.6-10.107. 


33 Below Rules for taking omens from the flight of birds, c. 500—475 ac. 
BM GR 1867.11-22.441. 
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34 Left Loan-agreement between Euboulos of Elateia and the city of Orchomenos, 3rd 


century Bc. BM GR 1816.6-10.377. 
35 Right Three proxeny-decrees awarding privileges to foreigners at Kalymna, 4th century Bc. 


BM GR 1856.8-26.6. 
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first two sections of the inscription record two repayments, the second of which liqui- 
dated the entire loan. The third section reads: 


apxovtoc èv 'Epyougvo Ovvapya, uei|voc "AAaAxouevío, èv d€ Fedatin 
Me|voitao 'Apyedaw, ueivóç zoáto, óuo|Aoy(()a EoBoAv Fehatinu Ky Tfj 
nOAt 'Ep|xouevíov: éxiógi xexóuiorg Evfio|Aoc ndo tas ztóAtoc tò Ó&veuov 
anav|Kattac óuoAoyíac tas ve0cioac Ov|váoxo Goxovtoc, ueLvoc 
Gethovbiu, | KH ot’ dgethetyn abtd Ett ODOEV nap vàv | nóAw GAA’ &aéyt 
navta HEP navtos | xr àzoósóóav6 th móli v) Exovrec | tas Guodoyias, 
eluev noviócóou£é|vov xoóvov EvBadv éntvouias féta | néttapa Bovecat 
Gov innog dtaxal|ting fixatt npopatus co)v nyus xeiAine: oxi TO xoóvo 
ó éviavróg 6 ueta| Oivapyov apyovta "Eoyoutvívc: àz|o]|yoáéeo05 o8 
EvoAov kat év.avtóv | katov map tov rauíav KÅ TÖV vouc|vav TÁ TE 
Kabpata tv zoofátov Ký | xav yov x1 t&v Bovdv KH tàv innwv x(q] | Ka 
tiva &oaua twv KH tò nA&i00c, uefi] | dnoypadéoOw O€ nA(ova TOV 
y£ypadu|uévov ¿v th oovyyoptíot. 4 O€ xá vic || [z&v]vg v0 évvdutov 
EvfoAov, dgetrél[tw & xóJAu tov 'Epxouevíov dpyouvpio |[uvac] 
gzevraoáxovra E)foAv xa0'xa|[ovov à]jviavrov, xin] toxov jeoévo Oo M | 
[xatd] tas uvàg éxáovag Kata uetva |[£xac]vov Ky &Éuzpaxtoc £oro 
Evplodv | & nóAic) vv 'Eoy|oluev|iov| 


During the archonship of Thunarchos in Orchomenos, month of Alalkomenios, 
and of Menoitas (son) of Archelaos in Elateia, first month; an agreement between 
Euboulos of Elateia and the city of Orchomenos: whereas Euboulos has recovered 
from the city the whole loan according to the agreements made during the 
archonship of Thunarchos, month of Theilouthios, and nothing is still owed to him 
by the city, but he has received everything in full, and those having the contracts 
have restored (them) to the city, there shall be an additional period for Euboulos of 
right of free pasturage for four years for 220 oxen and horses and 1,000 sheep and 
goats; the year after the archonship of Thunarchos at Orchomenos begins the 
period; and Euboulos shall register every year with the Treasurer and the Land 
Agent the brands of the sheep and the goats and the oxen and the horses, and any 
that go without a brand, and the total; and he shall not register more than written 
in the agreement. And if anyone imposes dues for pasture on Euboulos, the city of 
Orchomenos shall owe Euboulos 40 minas of silver each year, and it shall bear 
interest of 3 drachmas for each mina every month, and the city of Orchomenos 
shall be under bond to Euboulos... 


Since there is no mention of interest on the loan, it seems likely that in lieu of interest 
Euboulos was allowed to graze his animals on the common land of Orchomenos with- 
out charge. The size of the payments suggests that the loan was repaid earlier than 
had originally been stipulated. Euboulos, having expected to have a longer period of 
free pasturage under the original contract, is thus compensated by a grant of free 
pasturage for four years, beginning at the end of the year in which repayments were 
made (the archonship of Thunarchos). Provision is made to indemnify Euboulos if 
anyone imposes charges for pasturage, to which under the contract he is entitled free 
of charge. 

The use of the Doric dialect also survives in inscriptions from the island of 
Kalymna. A single stele found at the temple of Apollo records three decrees confer- — 35 
ring the title of Proxenos and various privileges on foreigners. A proxenos performed 
some of the functions of a modern Vice-Consul, helping foreign citizens, for example, 
by representing them in the law courts, to which as foreigners they had no right of 
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access. Such services could be provided for each other by private citizens of differ- 
ent cities, but if a man regularly assisted visitors (usually merchants) from a particu- 
lar city, it was customary to recognise this officially. The first two decrees also confer 
the title of Euergetes (‘Benefactor’) and are dated by the month and the year (the year 
specified as usual by the name of the chief magistrate): 


bdoke ài éxxdAnotat tar KaAv|uviov, ugvóc Aptauıtiov én’ ’A\orotodaioa, 
Ilapuevíaxov tov 'A|Ae£&tó(xov rjuev eveoyétav kali] || xoó&cvov KaAvuvíov 
Kat adtoly] | xac yévoc del xai rjuev adbtoic Ey|krgow £y Kadtuvar xai 
átéAeia|v] | tov é&ayouévov xai écayouévov | xat éu modéuwt xat èv 
loavat. || 


Ocóc 


£óo£e tae ExxAnoiat tat KaAvuvi|ov, ugvoc Kapvetov, éni Aevxépov, | 
Atooxovpidav tov AeAdóv xai ‘AdelEidixov evepyétas xai npotévovg | uev 
Kadvuviwr xai adtovs xai éxyó|vovc xat uev adtoic éy KaAíuva | 
atédetav tov Égayouévov Kal é£&a|youévov xat £oztÀov kai &xzÀov Kat | 

éu nohéuwi Kal £v loavat. 


Decreed by the Assembly of Kalymna, in the month of Artemitios, under 
Aristolaidas: Parmeniskos son of Alexidikos to be a benefactor and a proxenos of 
Kalymna, both himself and his family in perpetuity, and to have the right to own 
property in Kalymna and immunity from taxation on exports and imports both in 
war and in peace. 


God (grant good fortune) 


Decreed by the Assembly of Kalymna, in the month of Karneios, under Leukaros: 
Dioskourides of Delphi and Alexidikos to be benefactors and proxenoi of 
Kalymna, both themselves and their descendants, and to have in Kalymna 
immunity from taxation on imports and exports and the right to sail in and out in 
war and in peace. 


The decrees vary slightly in particulars and even in vocabulary, presumably because 
they were framed in the meeting of the assembly rather than drafted in detail first. 
Thus, although all three make the titles hereditary, no particular significance should 
be attached to the use of the word for ‘family’ (genos) rather than ‘descendants’ 
(ekogonoi) in the decree for Parmeniskos, no for the omission in his case of the right of 
sailing in and out, which may be taken as implied by the tax-exemption on imports 
and exports. The right to own real property (egktesis), however, was a very valuable 
privilege rarely conferred on foreigners. 

The most famous Greek inscription in the British Museum is probably the Rosetta 
Stone, which derives its importance not from the intrinsic interest of the text but from 
the presence on the same slab of translations into ancient Egyptian in both the hiero- 
glyphic and demotic scripts. Study of the Rosetta Stone was crucial for the decipher- 
ment of Egyptian writing. The text records a long and rather sycophantic decree 
passed by the general council of Egyptian priests, in which honours are bestowed on 
Ptolemy V Epiphanes in recognition of his services to Egypt both at home and 
abroad. The Greek text abounds in errors. The first line begins: BaouAcovrog tod 
véov xai zapaA(a)fóvroc thy B(a)ousíav mapa tod zo vooc (‘In the reign of the 
young one, who has taken over the kingdom from his father...’). The stonecutter has 
twice written A (lamda) for A (alpha), the correct readings being given in angled 
brackets in the transcription. Other errors elsewhere in the text include = (xi) for = 
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V^ k. AX uz : Z wb; it - Jofa 


‘ , ? t= } » Qs. 4 STIT imer 
jm yv AnD, adh eu RS ZA vile RA ica C (9A PE PP VL "NNI Ux 
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Hem 
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D 2] TA ager vao alo ke, cote Ly*o < Sq ud psy A AE 2 SIE VAY © 
NEAN S vh EX POOLE ay Ss, [9 ah GE vg" U^ 


i AW 


T3 i 5 


"x lal tp MA E MA rS - 


225^ + VOY REST KAY APAA ONTOS THnBAEZHAEUDSNDATATOYDATEPEK yplovBAZIA 


2 syi An MARN o` ‘ 
bho" in ick uh ays Rino nL eS, S TOY TON BISN TANAN © PLN NE NAN OP ORE ANT 


oF Y 


ARKAT XS. FRM Ek rayo VDE NAN} LAO NA TOP MONOH 32 Ut co EAO 


2I adi ESI Aa! Meno tortat Toy LE MA TOYE pIE 1 AE TOY yoy AE ToY ANA EX AN Ago K J 


ivEn d AMOYIEYO Mer. AOA eo YAE PERUSE VERTS BaF WY PPATT WE P Mio ANH 4 opora 


Ur OAEMAI® YDMWNOIZAND Hoy TE PALA ANTT YR TIO AE MEX ok ral KAS 6 KATHI He 





36 Part of the Rosetta Stone, 27 March 196 sc. BM EA 24. 


(sigma), H (eta) for Il (iota twice, at the end of one word and the beginning of the next) 
and Il for H (that is, eta with the bar missing), as well as letters left out altogether: 
Itouaiov for IIvo(Ac)uaíov. The text concludes with a provision that has many 
parallels in earlier Greek inscriptions: This decree shall be inscribed on a slab] of 
hard stone in hieroglyphic, demotic and Greek characters and set up in each of the 
first, second [and third (rank) temples beside the image of the ever-living King}? The 
restorations are based on the demotic text. 


v^ ai 
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3 
Inscriptions on Other Objects 


Apart from epitaphs and votives most inscriptions on stone slabs are public rather 
than private in character. Inscriptions on other objects, however, are usually private. 
Dedications and statements of ownership are particularly frequent on bronzes and 
pottery. They are regularly added after the manufacture of the object itself, cut or 
scratched into the surface. Scratched inscriptions on pottery are known as graffiti, 
while inscriptions painted on pottery after manufacture are called dipinti. Dipinti 
referring to trade, often painted on the underside of figured vases, are usually faint 
and difficult to interpret. Other dipinti include the epitaphs written in ink with a reed 
pen on cinerary urns from Alexandria. Inscriptions applied to vases during manufac- 
ture include signatures of potters and painters, the names of the figures and other 
comments. Pottery and bronze vessels given as prizes in competitions were 
appropriately inscribed during manufacture. These may be classified as public 
inscriptions, which were not confined to stone slabs. 

As with inscriptions on stone slabs, the simpler inscriptions on other objects can be 
read with little or no knowledge of Greek beyond the alphabet. For example, the first 
twenty letters of the alphabet (alpha to upsilon) are inscribed in sequence on a stone 
eikosahedron (a geometrically regular solid object with twenty triangular faces). It is 
likely to have been used as a die in a game of chance: the ancients also used six-sided 
dice marked in the same way as their modern counterparts, but on the eikosahedron 
the absence of digamma, the alphabetic numeral for six, shows that the letters are not 
used here as numerals but have a purely alphabetic value. The relatively late date is 
shown by the broken crossbar on the a/pha and the lunate sigma. 

In order to ensure fair trading many Greek cities maintained official standards of 
volume and weight, appointing agoranomoi, market-clerks or, as we might call them, 
Inspectors of Weights and Measures, to enforce the regulations. A lead weight of one 
mina (100 drachmai), issued in the fourth year of an unnamed ruler, bears around its 
edge the names of Zenobios, who was perhaps the agoranomos: étovc ò | óguóota 
| uvã | Zņvoßíov ("Year 4. Official mina. (Of) Zenobios ). 

The name of an Athenian citizen with his father's name (patronymic) and their 
deme (demotic) is clearly inscribed on a small rectangular bronze plate about 11.6 cm 
long, 2.0 cm wide and 2 mm thick: 'Apiotogôv : "Apuo|voórjuov : Koo Kins) 
(‘Aristophon (son) of Aristodemos (of the deme) Kotho(kidai)). Aristophon and other 
members of his family are known also from other inscriptions, including grave-stelae. 
His brother Exekestides was wealthy enough to fit out a trireme in 353 /2 Bc. 

Bronze plates like this were used to identify jurymen, or dikasts, and to assign them 
to particular cases in the courts. In order to ensure a fair trial and prevent bribery 
Athenian juries were very large, and the selection of jurymen took place just before 
cases were heard. Prospective jurymen inserted their tickets according to their allo- 
cated section letter (in this case gamma) in slots in a marble slab that stood at the 
entrance to the law courts. The slots were arranged in columns and rows, and at the 
side was a tube into which black and white balls were poured at random. Men whose 
tickets were in rows opposite white balls were selected for the jury. The procedure is 
described by Aristotle (Constitution of Athens 63.4), although by his day boxwood 
had replaced bronze as the material of dikasts’ tickets. 
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Dikasts' tickets were issued by the state and authenticated with official stamps. The 
owl at the lower left served also as the design of the three-obol coin, an allusion to the 
juryman's pay of three obols a day, after 424 nc. The gorgoneion has been interpreted 
as signifying that the holder was also eligible to participate in the annual allotment of 
magistracies. 

In order to prevent unauthorised transfer of tickets holes were bored through the 
plate in patterns appropriate to the letters. When tickets were officially reissued to 
other citizens, the old holes were allowed to remain and provide clues to the previous 
name, even when the actual lines of the letters had been obliterated. In this case the 
previous owner's name has been read as: ®iAoyaons | ‘Adat( etc) (Philochares of 
Halai’). l 

The lunate sigma (C), the similar epsilon (€) and the cursive forms of mu (FA) and 
omega (UJ) are more suitable than angular letters for writing in ink on papyrus and 
parchment or on harder surfaces like wood and pottery. From the third century Bc 
onwards the style of handwriting diverged increasingly from that of monumental 
lettering in stone. The third- and second-century Bc cemeteries at Alexandria in 
Egypt have yielded large numbers of hydriai used as urns for the ashes of the dead. 
They are known as Hadra vases after an Alexandrian suburb where they were first 
found in quantity during the nineteenth century. Some of them carry commemorative 





37 Left Stone eikosahedron with part of the alphabet, Roman period. BM GR 1891.6-24.38. 
38 Right Lead weight of 1 mina, 2nd or 1st century sc. BM GR 1925.7-20.1. 


39 Below Bronze juryman's ticket from Athens, mid-4th century . BM GR 1873.8-20.129. 
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40 Dated Hadra vase, 19 May 213 sc. MMA 90.9.29. 


inscriptions, usually written in ink. When the dead man was an official visitor, an 
ambassador or the like, the inscription may include the signature of the Alexandrian 
official who arranged the funeral, as well as the date. In addition to the regnal year 
dates may include the month according to either the Egyptian or the Macedonian 
calendar. One Hadra vase in New York is dated by both calendars, the Greek month 
being given first: 


L 0' 'Yxepfepetaíov X | Papuovdi C' | Teuacibéov tov | Arovioíov ‘Podiov 
| toeoBevtod | dd Gcoóótov &yopaotov. 


Year 9, Hyperberetaios 30, Pharmouthi 7; Timasitheos (son) of Dionysios of 
Rhodes, an Ambassador; by Theodotos, agent. 


Theodotos, who was active in the reign of Ptolemy IV, signs himself as agorastes, 
which literally means ‘buyer’: it is here translated as ‘agent’ by analogy with the Crown 
Agents, who act as financial agents for nearly 100 governments overseas and for 
many other official bodies. From other inscriptions, especially on papyri, scholars 
have been able to prepare a table of the relationship between the Egyptian and the 
Julian calendars, from which it has been calculated Pharmouthi 7 in the ninth year of 
Ptolemy IV was the equivalent of 19 May 213 sc. 

Also from Egypt comes a wooden board in London with an extract from the first 
book of Homer's Jiad (lines 467-73) written on it in ink. It has an iron handle at the 
top for carrying or suspension, perhaps in a schoolroom. The wood has cracked 
along the grain, and the lower part has not survived. The text is written on a thin layer 
of kaolinite clay, and where this has been abraded the letters have also of course been 
lost. The losses include the whole of the top line (467) and parts of most others, 
especially at the right-hand side. 
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41 Wooden board with a quotation from Homer's //iad, from Egypt, Roman period. 
BM GR 1906.10-20.2. 


lavrao ézei navoarto zóvov tEtbKOVTO te Oaita,| 
daivuvd’/ oùðé t | OvuoO|[c édeveto daitds éionc.] 
atvtap | ¿nei | méavog | Kat / éó|nvoc| && Eoov Évro, 
xovpat | uév|...] Konthoac | éxegtépavto / xotoio, 
vounoav 6’/ aoa | x&ow | énapEduevor | [dlexcecotv 
oi à | navypéptat | yoini | 0eQ| v iAdoxoyrto,] 

xadov | aeidovtes | natyovla, xodpot "Ayauv.] 


[But when they had ceased from labour and had prepared the banquet,] they 
feasted, nor did their appetite [lack anything of the shared feast.] But when of drink 
and [food they had satisfied their desire,] youths filled the bowls with wine and 
served it to everyone, pouring the first drops in the cups for a libation. So all day 
long with song [they appeased the gods,] singing the beautiful paean... 


In addition to the usual cursive letters (including w for omega, which does not occur 
on the Hadra vase) there is a new way of writing alpha (a), a forerunner of the mini- 
scule or lower-case form. The extended right-hand strokes of both delta and lamda 
also anticipate the lower-case forms of these letters. The divisions between words are 
marked by oblique strokes, and breathings and accents appear sporadically, not 
always in the form that the grammarians would consider ‘correct’ - for example, 
00uoc not Ovuógc. In the last line but one mavapyéoror has been corrected to 
za vonuépiot. The first surviving word, daivvv6’, is more usually written Óaívvvr" it 
is not clear whether the aspirate theta represents a local pronunciation where the 
non-aspirated /au is normal, or is simply another mistake. The same is true of 
xóovog for zóotog in line 469. 

Although individual letter-forms from the Ionic alphabet gradually came into use 
in Athens in private inscriptions before their use became obligatory for official 
inscriptions in 403/2 Bc, texts on Athenian vases and bronzes are mainly in the Attic 
alphabet before that date. Many thousands of Athenian vases, both black-figured and 
red-figured, have been attributed to individual artists whose particular style of draw- 
ing can be recognised and distinguished from others. Since none of these potters and 
painters are mentioned in ancient literature, most are unknown to us by name and 
have been given nicknames like the Painter of London B 46. Their real names are 
known to us only if they actually signed their work, as did Tleson: TAéoov ho 42 
Neápyo éxotéoev ("Tleson the (son) of Nearchos made (me). Tleson is rare among 
potters in including his patronymic, perhaps because his father, Nearchos, was also a 
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distinguished potter who used to sign his works. Most potters and vase-painters 
signed with their own name only: 'Exoéxíac ézoí£os ('Exekias made (me)). The 
signature is written retrograde (right to left). 

Exekias has decorated his amphora with a picture of a Greek slaying an Amazon, 
and has thoughtfully included their names - Achilles ("Ayi4ev[c]) and Penthesilea 
(ITevOeotdéa). He has also added a comment on one of the elegant youths of his day: 
*Onetorides (is) fair’ ('Overopíó£c xaAóc). Such comments are fairly common on 
Attic vases, and since some of the youths referred to later became distinguished in 
public life, their names can provide useful clues to the dates of the vases that mention 
them. 

Although Exekias signed the amphora with Achilles and Penthesilea only as potter, 
the painting too can be attributed to his hand since he also signed two other vases as 
painter, and the style is evidently the same. Among other Athenian vase-painters who 
signed their works the earliest to do so was Sophilos, who decorated an elaborate 
wine-bowl with a scene of guests arriving for the wedding of Peleus and Thetis. Peleus 
(TéAe s) is standing at the door of his house to welcome the guests as they arrive. Iris 
(Yous), the messenger, leads the procession, followed by Hestia (heotia) and 
Demeter (Aéuété[o]). The names of Peleus and Iris are written retrograde, as is the 
signature on the wall of the house: ZóiAog : u’ ëyoagoev (‘Sophilos painted me’). 
Since the composite letter psi did not exist in the Attic alphabet, Sophilos wrote the 
sound as phi sigma ($$). He also used the early closed form of the aspirate (B), 
whereas a generation or so later Tleson used the open form (H). 

Names can also be added to scenes from daily life to give them a personal quality. 
The vase-painter Oltos identified all the figures in a scene in the palaestra 
(‘gymnasium’) on a psykter (‘wine-cooler’) now in New York. On the left in fig. 1 is a 


javelin-thrower named Batrachos (B A + + A * 9 $ Bá[roJaxoc). 
The jumper’s name is Dorotheos (à °> p 9 œ kg ^o § Aópó0eog) 
and Oltos has added a comment i: $435 on 39 4 V Oo VA H 


hadotpevos eloi (‘he is about to jump’). Between the two athletes a pipe-player 
called Smikythos ($ m 1 k v Xuíxv|0oc]) provides the rhythm for their move- 
ments. On the other side of the vase are a discus-thrower called Anti- 
phaness (A N T \ o A N E? Avrójávéc) and his trainer 
$ 3 + 2 * ) > A, perhaps "Avriuévég, Antimenes) as well as 
another trainer (A | K B T Ek  $’Adxétéc, Alketes), and a boy 
victor, Epainetos, who is praised for his beauty ('Ezaíveroc XaAóc, ‘Epainetos is 
fair’). A judge,called Kleainetos (k L & A tw & + o Káeaíveroc) is just 
visible on the right in the frontispiece. 

Some of the inscriptions run from right to left because they start near the person to 
whom they refer. Oltos adds two comments in which the vase itself addresses the 
viewer: ^ © M f(z0 ue, ‘drink me) and 6 - ; $ A XYX(xáoxo, ‘I open 
my mouth wide’). 


42 Signature of Tleson the potter, c. 550 sc. BM GR 1867.5-8.946. 


P., i NISL tA Az *& 


B . z 
" . 


$ 
43 Amphora signed by Exekias as potter, c. 540-530 Bc. BM GR 1836.2-24.127. 


44 Wedding-reception of Peleus and Thetis on a bowl signed by Sophilos 
BM GR 1971.11- 1.1. 


as painter, c. 580 pc. 
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An important series of vases are those made to contain the olive oil given as prizes 
in the Panathenaic Games at Athens. One side shows the event in which the prize was 
won, the other shows the goddess Athena, whose birthday the festival celebrated, and 
bears the inscription vov 'A0éve0ev &0A0v (one) of the prizes from Athens’). On an 
example in New York the painter did not allow quite enough space for the inscription. 

The black-figure technique of vase-painting survived on Panathenaic prize 
amphorae long after red-figure was invented (and even after it was eventually aban- 
doned) because it was traditional. During the fourth century Bc the name of the 
Archon is often added, and the inscriptions instead of being written sideways down 
the vase are written in a vertical column, like the *down' lights in a crossword puzzle. 
An example in London, commissioned in the archonship of Pythodelos (336/5), 
retains the Attic alphabet for the traditional prize formula but employs Ionic forms 
including eta and omega in the Archon inscription /7v06ó9Aoc &oywv. 

A black-figured amphora in New York has a puzzling inscription that seems to 
have no connection with the painted decoration, a warrior wearing greaves and 


45 Prize amphora from the Panathenaic games, c. 530 sc. MMA 56.171.4. 


46 Inscriptions from a Panathenaic 
prize-amphora, 336/5 sc. 
BM GR 1873.8-20.371. 


zTOo»opzmowmzmo»zoe- 


*Z5X-o»^o»xboo-«aA 
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carrying a helmet, spear and shield. The first problem is to decide whether the second 
and third epsilons should be read as ‘short’ or ‘long’ (that is, standing for eta). If short, 
the text would read ôv’ 6BéA6 xai w’ £Otysc ("Two obols and you touch me’, that is, 
“You can have me for two obols’), In general scholars prefer to read dv’ 6BEAO Kal uë 
0Ly£c (“Two obols - and hands off’, that is, ‘Do not touch: I am worth more than two 
obols’). The inscription may well be a joke by the vase-painter. It is actually written 
from right to left. 

The inscription on a bronze statuette in New York, originally dedicated as a votive 48 
offering, is in an early form of the Attic alphabet, but relatively easy to interpret. The 
statuette is of a lyre-player, barely 8 cm high, with an inscription on the back of his 
tunic: AdAtyoc u’ advéGéxev (‘Dolichos dedicated me’). The letters include an early 
form of chi (+) and a very unusual sigma with no fewer than five bars. Theta is written 
simply as a circle with a dot in it, and the lowest bar of epsilon is placed high on the 
stem, giving the letter a tail rather like our F. 

Of the alphabets used in other parts of Greece during the archaic period the Ionic 





47 Above Amphora with a price-inscription, c. 540 Bc. 
MMA 56.171.13. 





48 Right Bronze statuette of a lyre-player, c. 500 Bc. 
MMA 08.258.5. 
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49 Bowl dedicated by Sostratos to Aphrodite at Naukratis, c. 600-500 nc. 
BM GR 1888.6-1.456. 


50 Dedication by Rhoikos to Aphrodite at Naukratis, c. 600-550 sc. BM GR 1888.6-1.392. 


- aes P7. r* . 
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is perhaps the easiest for the modern reader since the characters are close in shape to 
those in use today. A bowl from Naucratis in Egypt has a votive inscription incised 49 
inside the rim: Zóovoaroc u’ &vé[0]gxev ti’ gooditn ('Sostratos dedicated me to 
Aphrodite’). The ‘long’ vowels eta (already in the open form 'H) and omega (^) are 
distinguished from the ‘short’ epsilon (E) and omicron (O), and sigma is of the familiar 
four-barred type. 

Another vase from Naucratis with a graffito (‘incised inscription’) was dedicated to — 50 
Aphrodite by a man from Samos: 'Potooc u’ avéOnxe tHe “Agoloditne (“Rhoikos 
dedicated me to Aphrodite"). It has been suggested that the dedicator may be identi- 
fied with Rhoikos of Samos, an early sculptor credited with the invention of casting 
bronze statues. Rhoikos spells his name not with kappa (K) but with the guttural 
qoppa (9), a character that was widespread in early alphabets but gradually fell out of 
use in the sixth century Bc. The form of the initial rho without a leg is typical of the 
Samian alphabet. 

A different form of rho with a tail (R), which as we have seen was transmitted to the 
west by the Euboeans, is also found in most of the local alphabets of the Greek main- 
land. A bronze spear-butt in New York appears to have been part of the spoils ofa 51 
battle dedicated by the victors to Castor and Polydeuces: igod¢ Tvvóapíóatvc ax’ 
"Épaéov (‘Sacred to the Tyndaridai from the Heraeans’). Although the sigma is of the 
four-barred type that we have seen in Ionic script, separate forms for eta and omega 
are lacking in Arcadian. The case-ending for the dative form ‘to the Tyndaridai’ is 
characteristic of the Arcadian dialect. 





5] Bronze spear-butt dedicated to the Dioscuri, c. 500-480 sc. MMA 38.11.7. 


The tailed rho is prominent in the dedicatory inscription on another item of spoil, a 
bronze helmet found at Olympia in 1817: hidoov ó Asivouéveoc | kat toù Evoa- 52 
xóotot | tot Ad Tvpáv(ov) ano Kóuagc. (Hieron (son) of Deinomenes and the Syra- 
cusans (dedicated me) to Zeus, Etruscan (spoils) from Cumae’). Hieron’s victory over 
the Etruscans in a naval battle off Cumae in 474 sc is recorded by the historian Dio- 
dorus, so this inscription is quite closely dated. It is one of several by Hieron and his 
brother Gelon that provide evidence for the Syracusan alphabet during this period. 
Another typical feature is the late survival of the closed form of heta (El) as an aspir- 
ate. The origin of the alphabets used by Syracuse and other Doric colonies in Sicily is 
not fully understood. Syracuse itself was a colony of Corinth but does not use the 
Corinthian alphabet, perhaps because when the first Syracusan colonists left Corinth 
the alphabet was not yet in use there. 
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52 Etruscan bronze helmet dedicated by the Syracusans to Zeus at Olympia, 474 Bc. 
BM GR 1823.6-10.1. 


Although it shares the tailed rho and the closed form of the aspirate (E), the 
alphabet used in Argos is not closely connected to the Syracusan. In its earliest form 
Argive has much in common with Corinthian, including the use of the sibilant san. 
Around 500 ac, however, san in Argive gave way to the four-barred sigma seen on a 
prize hydria of about 470-60 Bc, together with a distinctive form of lamda (+): zd 
héoac i 'Apytíag : haféOAdv (One) of the prizes from Argive Hera’). The most 
famous prizes from Argos were the bronze shields mentioned by an ancient com- 
mentator on the poet Pindar, one of which appears on the Rhamnousian relief, but 
bronze vessels like bowls and hydriai were also given as prizes, as inscriptions like this 
one show. 

The Argive dialect was one of those that long retained a sound similar to the 
Semitic waw and represented by (F), usually called digamma because it resembles two 
gammas, one above the other. Here it appears near the beginning of ‘prizes’, separat- 
ing the alpha and epsilon. The prize inscriptions on Attic Panathenaic amphorae 
show that this sound had already disappeared from the Attic dialect. 

Prizes were awarded not only for athletic successes. Around 540-30 sc a young 
woman called Melousa, who lived in Taras (modern Taranto in the ‘heel of Italy), won 
a prize for her skill in working wool, a splendid black-figured cup imported from 
Athens. Her success was recorded in a graffito underneath the foot: MeAóoazc : èni > 
vxatéptov + Eaivooa tas xópag évixé (I am Melousa's prize; she won the 
maidens’ carding contest’). The cup, now in New York, is said to have been found in 
Taranto, and this is confirmed by the use of Laconian letter-forms, including X for xi. 
The dialect is Doric, with alpha in vixatéptov where other dialects including Attic 
would have eta. 


53 Bronze prize-hydria from the games at Argos, c. 470-460 Bc. MMA 26.50. 


54  Melousa's prize for her skill in wool-carding, c. 540-530 Bc. MMA 44.11.1. 
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55 Aineta’s aryballos, with her portrait and the names of her lovers, c. 625 Bc. Reproduced 
over actual size. BM GR 1865.12-13.1. 


The same Doric pronunciation is reflected in the spelling of the names on a Corin- 
thian aryballos (‘perfume-pot’) that once belonged to Aineta: Aivera | gud. | Mevéac 
| Gépov | Mvopíðaç | Evóigoc | Avoavépidas | Xapixdibac | Atilos | Eévgov 
| pú. (1 am Aineta (or Aineta's) Meneas, Theron, Myrmides, Eudikos, 
Lysandrides, Chariklides. Dexilos, Xenon, Phryx’). 

The inscription ought to be easy to read since it consists almost entirely of personal 
names in the nominative, presumably a list of Aineta's lovers. It is made more difficult 
not so much by the Doric spelling as by the use of the archaic Corinthian alphabet, in 
which several characters resemble those alloted to different letters in other alphabets. 
So Bis not beta but epsilon, and £1s iota, not sigma. Sigma in fact, does not exist in the 
Corinthian alphabet, which uses san (M) as the sibilant: this in turn must be 
distinguished from mu, written I^. The use of qoppa and the presence of digamma 
should by now cause no more difficulty than the absence of the ‘long’ vowels eta and 
omega. Experts have disagreed since the nineteenth century whether Aivéta is the 
nominative form of the name or a Doric genitive, that is, whether the ‘portrait’ is 
saying ‘I am Aineta' or the pot itself, like many others, is announcing ownership: ‘I 
belong to Aineta. 
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A plate from Kamiros in Rhodes is hardly more difficult to read than Aineta’s — 56 
aryballos but poses problems of its own. It shows an episode from the Iliad 
(17.59-113), with Menelaus (MevéAazc) and Hector (" Exrop) fighting over the body 
of Euphorbos (Evéopfoc). Hector's name is written retrograde, and the rho has no 
tail. Menelaus (here ‘Menelas’) again exemplifies the difference between mu at the 
beginning and san at the end, and has lamda in the Argive form (H) that we saw on the 
bronze hydria. The beta in Euphorbos, however, is of the normal type, not the idio- 
syncratic Argive form (E). Since the plate itself is East Greek, that is, was made in one 
of the Greek settlements in the eastern Aegean, on the coast of Asia Minor or on one 
of the offshore islands, it implies that a modified version of the Argive alphabet was in 
use in one of the Doric-speaking cities on or near Rhodes. Kalymna has been 
suggested. 


56 Plate showing the death of Euphorbos, c. 600 sc. BM GR 1860.4-4.1. 
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An island at the other end of the Greek world, Kephallenia off the north-western 
coast of Greece, is the likely source of a bronze discus dedicated to the Dioscuri: 


'Exooióa u’ àvé0£ke Aucóc oóoow utyóAoto : 
xyáAxeov hót vixaoe Kedahavac ueyaO00uoc. 


Exoidas dedicated me to the sons of mighty Zeus, (the) bronze with which he 
overcame the great-hearted Kephallenians. 


The inscription consists of two lines of verse, Homeric in metre and diction: the last 
two words are quoted from the //iad, and the end of the first line is adapted from the 
‘Homeric Hymn to the Dioscuri' with only the case-ending of ‘sons’ changed. It is 
written retrograde in a single spiral line that begins around the circumference of the 
discus. The alphabet, like others in the west, belongs to the 'red' group, with V for chi; 
it uses san (M) rather than sigma as the sibilant, and has qoppa as well as kappa. The 
aspirate is the normal closed form (El), but gamma is of an unusual lunate form found 
also on nearby Ithaka. 

A similar ‘red’ alphabet, related also to Arcadian and Laconian, was in use at 
Olympia, where a bronze tablet recording an alliance between the people of Elis and 
the Heraeans was found in 1813. Similar inscriptions have been found at Olympia 
more recently. All the tablets have holes so that they could be nailed up, probably in a 
temple. 


57 Bronze discus dedicated to the Dioscuri, c. 550-525. BM GR 1898.7-16.3. 
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à Fpátpa toto Faketous : xat totc Eplpaovots : ovvuaxía K’ ba éxatóv 
péra: :| Goyor óé ka toi :aæl ÕÉ tt Oéot: aite FÉTOS aite F\áoyov : ovvéav 
x adaAots : tá T ada) xai nào xoA£uo : ai è uc ovvéav : YáAavtóv K’| 
Goyvpo : éàzotívouav : tôi At 'Odvvaior : Toi xa|óaA£uevo: : Aatperopevov : 
al dé up ta yloddea : tai Kadadéorto : atre fétas ALTE t\edeota : atte 
ó&uozc : čv ténidod x’ évéy|ouro tôi "vratv' Éyoauévoi. 


The treaty between the Eleans and the Heraeans: let there be an alliance for 100 
years; and let this (year) begin (it); and if there be any need, either of word or of 
deed, let them stand by each other in other matters and in war; but if they do not 
stand by (each other), let the defaulters pay to Olympian Zeus a talent of silver for 
his service; and if anyone damages this inscription, whether private citizen or 
magistrate or community, let him be liable to the sacred penalty written herein. 


The inscription is probably to be dated around 500 sc. In addition to the use of 
digamma features of the local dialect include ‘rhotacism’, that is, the substitution of 
rho for sigma, for example, at the end of the third word, and the pronunciation 
ai instead of ei for ‘if’. 

This inscription was bequeathed to the British Museum by Richard Payne Knight 
(1750-1824), a wealthy landowner and antiquary, who was also a distinguished 
amateur scholar. His attempt to transcribe the text into the common Greek dialect 
and script of the Roman period was remarkably successful. He took account of 
digamma, recognised the ‘red’ V as chi, and correctly interpreted various features of 
the dialect iucluding rhotacism. His failure to recognise roi as the dialect form of 
t60é (‘this’) is entirely understandable, given the state of knowledge of Greek dialects 
in the early nineteenth century. His modest disclaimer of total certainty might well be 
taken as a motto by modern epigraphers: Judicent tamen doctiores, et siquid 
probabilius habuerint, proferant (‘Let the more learned sit in judgement, and if they 
have a more probable (reading), propose it’). 


58 Treaty between the Eleans and the Heraeans, c. 500 sc. BM GR 1824.4-99.17. 
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Further Reading 


A. G. Woodhead, The Study of Greek Inscriptions (1959): the indispensable textbook. 

Sterling Dow, Conventions in Editing (Greek, Roman and Byzantine Scholarly Aids 2, 1969): 
essential reading for professional epigraphers. 

R. Meiggs and D. Lewis (eds), A Selection of Greek Historical Inscriptions to the End of the Fifth 
Century BC (1969: revised edn, 1988), abbr. Meiggs and Lewis, updates and largely replaces: 

M. N. Tod, A Selection of Greek Historical Inscriptions to the End of the Fifth Century BC (2nd 
edn, 1946), abbr. Tod i^. 

id., A Selection of Greek Historical Inscriptions, Vol. 1 from 403 to 328 sc (1949), abbr. Tod ii. 

L. H. Jeffery, The Local Scripts of Archaic Greece (1961: new impression forthcoming), abbr. 
LSAG, a monumental study of the early Greek alphabets: not for beginners. 

F. Millar, ‘Epigraphy’ in M. Crawford (ed). Sources for Ancient History (1983): a useful survey 
of the value and limitations of epigraphic evidence for historians. 

R. Meiggs, The Athenian Empire (1972), makes much use of epigraphic evidence. 

Alan E. Samuel, Greek and Roman Chronology (1972), is invaluable for ancient calendars. 
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Bronze mirror with a scene from the underworld, late 4th century Bc. A winged Lasa 
holds out a scroll inscribed with the names of the figures: Lasa, Aivas (Ajax) and 
Hamphiare (Amphiaraos, the Greek diviner and seer). Diam. 16.5 cm (BM Br 622, 
1847.9—-9.4). 





Etruscan 


Larissa Bonfante 





322 


Acknowledgements 


I am deeply grateful to the following for help, suggestions and encouragement: Vittoria 
and Giuliano Bonfante, Marie-Françoise Briguet, Andrew Burnett, Eirene Christo- 
doulou, Brian Cook, Stefania Del Papa, Adriana Emiliozzi, Nancy de Grummond, 
Alessandro Morandi, Lorenzo Smerillo, Judith Swaddling, David Tripp. Special thanks 
go to Ellen Macnamara, to my editor Teresa Francis, and to Massimo Pallottino. 


All mirrors, gems and alphabets are drawn by Sue Bird. Figs. 1, 2 and 3 are drawn by Sue 
Bird and Sue Goddard: Fig. 2 is adapted from Banti, 3, and Fig. 3 from L. Bonfante (ed.), 
Etruscan Life and Afterlife, Detroit 1986, map 5. Fig. 4: Pallottino, Etruscans, Fig. 9. 
Fig. 5: M. Pallottino, Saggi di Antichità, Rome 1979, 629—30. Fig. 6: Thesaurus 421. 
Fig. 7: drawn by Eva Wilson and reproduced by courtesy of B. T. Batsford Ltd. Fig. 8: E. 
Macnamara. Fig. 9: Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale. Fig. 10: A. Morandi, MEFRA 100 
(1988), Fig. 3. Fig. 38: Morandi, Epigrafia Italica, 66. The numerals on p. 340 are from 
Thesaurus 422. 


A Ww 


5 
6 


Contents 


Introduction 


. The Etruscan Language 


The Alphabet 

Pronunciation 

Grammar 

Writing Materials and Methods 

Etruscan Inscriptions 

Longer Inscriptions 

Short Inscriptions 

Etruscan Inscriptions as Historical Evidence 
Oscan: The Agnone Tablet in the British 
Museum 


Appendix 1 Etruscan Personal Names 
Appendix 2 Glossary of Etruscan Words 
Further Reading 

Inscriptions Cited but not Illustrated 


324 


333 
336 
337 
341 


345 
347 
368 
371 
376 
376 


378 


ETRUSCAN 


323 


ETRUSCAN 


324 


1 


Introduction 


The Etruscans lived in central Italy, in an area bounded by the Arno and the Tiber rivers, 
from at least 700 Bc (and probably earlier) to the first century Bc. The Greeks knew them 
as Tyrrhenians, and gave this name to the sea which the Etruscans controlled to the west 
of the Italian peninsula, including some of the best harbours in the Mediterranean. The 
Romans called them Tusci or Etrusci. They evidently called themselves Rasna, or, 
according to Dionysius of Halicarnassus (first century Bc), Rasenna. 

New discoveries and new studies are allowing us to trace the lively commercial, 
cultural and political relations of the Etruscans and their contacts with the Greeks, 
Phoenicians, Latins and other inhabitants of Italy and Europe, from the beginning of 
their history as a people until the death of the Etruscan language. Like the ancient Greek 
cities or the Tuscan cities of the Renaissance, each Etruscan city had its own character, 
style and independence. There was never an Etruscan empire; there was, however, an 
Etruscan people who shared a language, religion, geographical location, customs and 
costumes which made them recognisably different from other peoples in Italy and the 
Mediterranean. They also shared a name; and, long before the Romans, they almost 
succeeded in uniting Italy. 

The Etruscans brought ‘civilisation’, that is the culture of cities, including writing, to 
the peoples of Italy and much of Europe, acting as the principal intermediaries between 
the Greeks and the non-Greeks, or ‘barbarians’, of the west. Their political rule and 
direct colonisation extended over much of the Italian peninsula; their commercial 
activities and cultural influence reached much farther. The Etruscan cities were rivalled 
only by those of Sicily and Southern Italy, founded by Greek settlers who brought culture 
to the west. The first of these Western Greeks, the Euboeans, settled in Pithekoussai 
(modern Ischia) in about 775 Bc. The third great power in Italy, that of Carthage, was 
limited to western Sicily and Sardinia, but Phoenicians and Etruscans were commercially 
and politically allied and Phoenician influence was important for Etruscan art, religion 
and culture. It was Greek culture, however, which had the most visible impact on the 
Etruscans and, through them and the Romans, on Europe and the Mediterranean. 

Etruscan history and civilisation and their influence are known to us from three types 
of evidence: Greek and Roman literary sources, archaeology and the Etruscan language 
- the subject of this section. 

No Etruscan literature has come down to us, so the only ancient sources available are 
the writings of Greek and Roman authors. They describe the Etruscans as ‘pirates’, 
sea-going folk who traded and, when the occasion arose, raided rival ships and settle- 
ments. The maritime Etruscans in fact competed with Greek and Phoenician traders in 
the eighth and seventh centuries Bc. During this international period, appropriately 
known as ‘Orientalising’ because of the influence from the east, the Greeks began their 
westward colonisation, attracted by Italy’s rich mineral resources — iron and copper - 
which were controlled by the Etruscans. 
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1 Ancient Italy and its peoples, 8th-6th centuries Bc. 


When Greek historians turned their attention to this wealthy western people, they 
discussed the problem of their ‘origins’. Herodotus (c.450 Bc) quoted the Lydians, who 
claimed their ancestors had founded the Etruscan cities when they emigrated from Asia 
Minor, under the leadership of a certain Tyrrhenus. This theory was widely accepted in 
antiquity. In the first century Bc Virgil could simply refer to the Etruscans as ‘Lydians’, 
and everyone understood him. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, a Greek historian writing at 
the time of Augustus, questioned this theory, though no one paid much attention in his 
own time. He argued that the Etruscans were in fact native to Italy. Not only did they call 
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2 The Etruscan cities. 


themselves Rasenna, and not Tyrrhenians, but, as he says, ‘this most ancient nation does 
not resemble any other cities in their language or in their way of life, or customs' (1.30.2). 
Dionysius shrewdly related the problem of Etruscan origins to the nature of their lan- 
guage, and anticipated much of the modern discussion on the subject. The Lydian 
language is not at all close to Etruscan; nor has any archaeological evidence come forth, 
in the course of modern excavations of ancient Lydian cities, to confirm Herodotus' 
theory about an eastern origin. A third theory, wholly modern, suggesting that the 
Etruscans came down into Italy from the north, was based on nineteenth-century 
archaeological discoveries and theories, now known to be incorrect. The Etruscan pre- 
sence in the Po Valley in fact resulted from conquest from the south. 
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3 The languages of ancient Italy. 


Scholars today agree that, whatever the origins of the Etruscan people or the Etruscan 
language, the Etruscan civilisation as we know it developed on Italian soil. We must 
think in terms of a gradual transformation of groups in central Italy, in the prehistoric 
period from the end of the Bronze Age and throughout the Iron Age, into the historical 
people we know as the Etruscans, with their own special culture, social structure and 
economy. 

Archaeological evidence is absolutely fundamental to our knowledge of Etruscan 
history. It allows us to situate the Etruscans in time and place and to recognise their 
foreign contacts, and provides reliable information about various phases of their art, 
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culture and the extent of their influence. Furthermore, since we have no continuous 
narrative history, the dating system we use is based on the archaeological record. 

The phases of Etruscan art do not correspond exactly to those of the art of their 
neighbours, the Greeks. For the sake of convenience, however, we use the same 
chronological terminology. The Iron Age period in the area of ancient Etruria (ninth to 
eighth centuries BC) is generally known as Villanovan (from the name of a site near 
Bologna where tombs from this phase have been excavated and dated). One does not, 
however, refer to the 'Villanovans', only to a “Villanovan period’. The people of this 
period are now recognised by many scholars as ‘proto-Etruscans’. 

Writing does not appear in Etruria until about 700 Bc, thus we have no direct evidence 
as to the languages spoken in central Italy at this time. But archaeology shows that there 
was continuity between Villanovan centres and those of the Orientalising period (seventh 
century BC) and that it is very likely that the Etruscans were already living in this area and 
speaking the Etruscan language for some time before they began to write it down. They 
learned to write using the Greek alphabet adopted from their recently arrived neighbours 
at Pithekoussai and Cumae; and they began to record their language. 

The Orientalising and Archaic (c. 600—400 Bc) periods were the high point of Etruscan 
culture, art, power and influence. As the Roman historian Livy says, nearly all Italy, from 
the Alps to the straits of Sicily, rang to the fame of the Etruscan nation. The Po Valley, 
with its centre at Bologna (Felsina), was clearly Etruscanised by this time. Livy reports 
that twelve cities were founded there, to match the loose organisation of ‘Twelve Peoples’ 
in Etruria proper. In the south, Etruscan influence — and no doubt power — reached as 
far as Campania, to Capua and elsewhere. Rome's neighbour Praeneste (modern Pales- 
trina) has yielded some of the most important tombs of the Orientalising period, the 
Barberini and Bernardini tombs, with Etruscan-style luxury articles and Etruscan 
inscriptions. 

The most important city to show the effects of Etruscan ‘civilising’ was Rome itself. 
According to Roman tradition, Etruscan kings ruled in Rome from the end of the seventh 
century Bc until 510/509 Bc, when the Republic was established. Archaeology confirms 
the importance of Etruscan art and culture in Rome: temples were built in the Etruscan 
style and Etruscan inscriptions have been found. The name of one ofthe streets of ancient 
Rome, the Vicus Tuscus near the Capitoline Hill, long preserved the memory of their 
residence in the city. The Etruscans brought many innovations: writing, monumental 
architecture, the depiction of the human figure in art, luxurious customs, music, pro- 
cessions, chariots and games. But the Romans continued to speak Latin, beginning now 
to write it down using the Greek alphabet they learned from the Etruscans. 

The fifth and fourth centuries saw a decline in Etruscan power. The loss of Rome as a 
base in the south and invasions of the Gauls from the north mark the end of its expansion. 
The coastal cities especially declined, although the cities of the interior — Volsinii 
(modern Orvieto), Chiusi, Volterra, Arezzo, Perugia and Fiesole — experienced a rise to 
prominence. In the final, Hellenistic, phase of Etruscan history (third century BC on- 
wards) came the triumph of Roman prestige and power, the Romanisation of the oligar- 
chic Etruscan noble families and the demise of the Etruscan language. Some of the longest 
inscriptions in Etruscan which survive from this period — sacred texts, mostly from the 
central Etruscan area around Lake Bolsena, rich in sanctuaries — constitute the latest 
recension of traditional texts originating from earlier periods. Whatever there may have 


been of Etruscan literature - drama, poetry, historical works — has perished. The 
Etruscans themselves stopped speaking their native language, became Romans, and 
abandoned, with their language, their tradition. There was thus no reason to preserve 
their texts by copying them in other books or volumes. A number of bilingual inscrip- 
tions, many of them epitaphs from the second and first centuries Bc, testify to the 
change-over from Etruscan to Latin. 

Although the Etruscans had ceased to exist as a separate people by the first century Bc 
and certainly by the time of Augustus, Etruscan families and traditions survived in Rome. 
Maecenas, Augustus’ friend and adviser, was a descendant of a noble Etruscan family. 
The emperor Claudius wrote a history of the Etruscans, in twenty volumes, which 
regrettably has not come down to us. His first wife, Urgulanilla, was Etruscan. In 
AD 408, when Alaric, king of the Goths, threatened to destroy Rome, some Etruscan 
priests went to the emperor, offering to perform certain magic rites and recite Etruscan 
prayers and incantations to ward off the enemy. But they were unsuccessful, for Rome 
was sacked, and it was the last time the Etruscan language was spoken. 


The Etruscan language 


The problem of Etruscan origins is encapsulated in the peculiarity of their language, 
which is different from any other in Italy or in Europe. Unlike all the other languages of 
Europe, except for Basque, Hungarian and Finnish, Etruscan does not belong to the 
great Indo-European family of languages spoken from around 4000 Bc by groups of 
people migrating from a region in central Europe around the Baltic area, as far east as 
India and as far west as Ireland. The only known related language is that preserved in a 
remarkable inscription, written in an alphabet and language akin to Etruscan on a stele 
with the figure of a warrior, found in 1885 at Kaminia on the northern Aegean island of 
Lemnos and dated to the late sixth 
century BC. It has 98 letters, forming 
33 words. In 1928 Italian archae- 
ologists in Lemnos found similar . 

f E ALTA, 
ragmentary inscriptions on sherds 4A^r 1 AS AM: 2 
of locally made pottery. These were of E ] 
vital importance, for they showed 
that the language was actually spoken 
in Lemnos: the stele had not been 
imported from elsewhere in the 
Mediterranean. We know, therefore, 
that a dialect close to Etruscan was 
spoken at Lemnos before the 
Athenian conquest of the island in the 
second half of the sixth century Bc. 
This dialect was different from all 
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other languages spoken in the area. We do not know, however, how and when it came to 
be spoken there. 

The Etruscan language which we read on the earliest inscriptions in Etruria had 
evidently already been spoken in the area for a long time, and it provides proof of the 
Etruscans' relationship with their neighbours. For instance, the commercial and cultural 
contacts they had with the Greeks are reflected in their vocabulary: Greek names for 
drinking vessels were taken into the language (e.g. culichna, from kylix, ‘cup’). A very 
large number of Greek mythological figures are depicted and named in Etruscan art and 
inscriptions. We find Etruscan words in Umbrian, and most of the so-called Iguvine 
Tablets from Gubbio, in the Umbrian dialect, are written in the Etruscan alphabet. We 
also find, on the other hand, Umbrian and Latin words in Etruscan. For example, 
Etruscan nefts is certainly of Latin origin: it comes from Latin nepos, ‘nephew’. The Latin 
word was adopted by the Etruscans, just as the word cousin was adopted from French 
into English. Vinum, ‘wine’, also comes from Latin. Conversely, Etruscan influence in 
Rome left clear traces in the Latin language. A close study of Latin vocabulary reveals 
many words which were originally Etruscan, most of them connected with luxurious 
living and higher culture, including writing. Four words dealing with writing came into 
Latin by way of the Etruscan language, confirming the Etruscan transmission of the 
Greek alphabet to the Romans: elementum, whose earlier meaning was "letter of the 
alphabet’, litterae, ‘writing’ (originally derived from Greek diphthera, ‘skin’, a material 
on which people wrote); stilus, ‘writing implement’, and cera, ‘wax’ (for wax tablets on 
which to take notes). 

The main problems confronting scholars studying the Etruscan language are, first, that 
it resembles no other language in Europe or elsewhere: in direct contrast with Linear B, 
which turned out to be an unknown script used for a known language, Etruscan is an 
unknown language written in a known script — the alphabet. Secondly, no literature 
survives: we have no narrative texts, no history, poetry or drama. Thirdly, the 13,000 
Etruscan inscriptions that have come down to us are mostly short: dedications or epi- 
taphs, with names, human and divine, titles, and a few common nouns, numbers and 
verbs. The few longer ones are technical: religious texts, prayers, rites and contracts. 
Attempting to solve these difficulties, scholars have studied the Etruscan language in a 
variety of ways, using bilingual inscriptions and glosses as well as linguistic and cultural- 
archaeological methods. 

Bilingual texts include three gold tablets written in Phoenician and Etruscan, found in 
1964 at Pyrgi, the port of Caere, as well as some thirty Etruscan-Latin inscriptions. There 
are also numerous ‘picture bilinguals’, in which labels or captions identify pictures on 
wall-paintings, gems and engraved mirrors. Particularly promising is the comparison of 
Etruscan religious inscriptions with those of their neighbours. The Iguvine Tablets, for 
example, in the Umbrian language, are ‘quasi-bilinguals’, written partly in the Etruscan 
and partly in a Latin alphabet, and resemble religious inscriptions of Etruria in both 
structure and content. 

Glosses comprise the only non-archaeological epigraphical evidence available to us 
concerning the Etruscan language. They are definitions or marginal notes, intended by 
ancient authors to explain Etruscan words which appeared in Greek or Latin texts, 
including many words which referred to the etrusca disciplina, the religious sphere of 
divination which the Romans imported from their neighbours. They refer to birds, plants 
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and rituals: for example capys, ‘eagle’. Other glosses explain atrium, the ‘entrance’ of the 
typical Roman house; ais, ‘god’; lucumo, ‘king’, and clan, ‘son’. 

Important contributions have also been made by the study of names and syntax and of 
the transformation of Greek words brought into Etruscan, such as the names of Greek 
gods and heroes inscribed on Etruscan gems and mirrors. Etruscan pronunciation, and 
the changes it underwent during the approximately seven centuries when Etruscan was 
spoken and written, can be reconstructed because these changes were regularly reflected 
in the spelling, which remained, it seems, strictly phonetic. The Etruscans never 
developed an ‘historical’ spelling as in English, where for example the oo of ‘spoon’, once 
pronounced with a long o, as in ‘whole’, now has the same sound as in ‘rule’. 

Etruscan cannot be interpreted through any kind of ‘etymological’ method which 
claims connections, for example, with Albanian and Basque, Hebrew, Turkish, etc. Such 
connections are based on accidental, superficial resemblances with other languages or 
language families, not on any real relationship. As a language, Etruscan is in fact 
isolated. For this reason, the most fruitful method has been the cultural-archaeological 
approach, in which an inscription is considered in its historical context and in close 
relation to the monument or object on which it appears. A good example of inscriptions 
studied in such a manner is the Etruscan book reconstructed from linen bands later used 
to wrap a mummy, now in Zagreb (see p. 345). These were originally part of a ritual 
book, a liturgical calendar listing names of gods, dates, and types of offerings to be made. 

The discovery of the Pyrgi tablets, hailed as the long-sought-after ‘bilingual’ in 1964, 
marked a turning-point in Etruscan studies. It coincided with, and was in part respon- 
sible for, a new focus in the study of the Etruscan language, which can be summarised as 
follows: 


1. A view of the historical and geographical context of the inscriptions as having been 
made in Italy at a specific time is in keeping with the growing consciousness of the 
Etruscans as deeply involved in ancient Italy as well as in the ancient Mediterranean. 

2. A new study of monuments which have been in museums and collections for a 





331 


ETRUSCAN 


hundred years or more has resulted in discoveries as important as those from newly 
excavated material, restoring archaeological and historical contexts of objects up- 
rooted from their original environment by ‘treasure hunting’ excavations. 


. Collections of all known inscriptions have been made or are in progress. Such 


Corpora, begun in the nineteenth century, have been started up again and new ones 
inaugurated in a remarkable wave of international collaboration: these include the 
Corpus of Etruscan Inscriptions (CIE); the Thesaurus, listing all Etruscan words to be 
found in inscriptions and glosses; and the Corpus of Etruscan Mirrors (CSE), con- 
taining many interesting names of mythological figures. The guiding spirit behind all 
these projects has been Massimo Pallottino, who was also responsible for the 
Testimonia Linguae Etruscae (TLE) a selection of the most important inscriptions, 
listed according to their provenance. The appearance of a fully-fledged grammar of 
Etruscan (Pfiffig 1975) - though criticised by some scholars as over optimistic — has 
helped to stimulate further study. 


Note on the transcription 
of Etruscan letters 


(all these are rough equivalents) 


~< 
ll 


ch (kh), aspirate: as in English kin. 
OO = rb, aspirate: as in English ten. 


2x 
M 


ph, aspirate: as in English pan. 


H 


s, sibilant: as in English sin. 


$, sibilant: perhaps pronounced as in English shin. 


Note. Aspirate consonants, for which there are no signs in English, were pronounced 
with an audible breath puff, or ‘h’ sound, following a k, p or t sound. Initial k, p and t 
have a somewhat similar sound in English. In Etruscan, as in Greek, o was pro- 
nounced with such a plosive sound, not like an f; that is why a new letter had to be found 
for the sound of f, which the Greeks did not have. 


Etruscan had voiceless consonants or stops, k (and c and q), p and t; but not the voiced 


(sonant) consonants g, b and d (these are so called because their pronunciation involves 
the use of the vocal cords). 
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2 
The Etruscan Language 


The Alphabet 


Since a historical people is usually defined by its language, strictly speaking we can only 
identify these inhabitants of central Italy as ‘Etruscans’ from the moment when we first 
begin to see texts written in the Etruscan language, around 700 Bc. These were written in 
the same script we use today, the alphabet, in which each sign originally represented a 
different sound. From the alphabetic script of the Phoenicians, without vowels, was 
derived the Greek alphabet, in which certain consonantal sounds were adapted to signify 
vowels: A, E (H = long e), I, O (Q = omega, ‘large o' or long o) and Y. An impressive 
sign of historical conservation is the fact that schoolchildren today still recite the alphabet 
in roughly the same order in which the Greeks first received it, almost 3,000 years ago. 

As a prestigious sign of the new Orientalising style and as a status symbol, the alphabet 
decorates a number of Etruscan objects placed in rich tombs of the seventh century sc. 
These ‘model’ alphabets, taken directly from the Greek alphabet as brought west by the 
Euboeans, bear witness to the speed with which this new development was adopted. The 
Etruscans considered the letters of the alphabet decorative, perhaps even magical, and 
copied them on various objects. They wrote from right to left, like the Phoenicians and 
other ancient Semitic peoples. 

Writing implements decorated with these letters were placed in the tombs of wealthy, 
important people. Examples include an ivory writing tablet from Marsiliana d'Albegna 
(Archaeological Museum, Florence), originally decorated with gold leaf, meant to be 
worn as a pendant; a bucchero (shiny black pottery) container in the shape of a rooster, 
with a crested lid, which may once have held a coloured liquid like ink (Metropolitan 
Museum, New York); and a tall, slender bucchero vase, a brush or pen holder, from the 
Regolini-Galassi tomb in Cerveteri, now in the Vatican Museum, covered not only with 
the letters of the alphabet but with syllables as well. 

The alphabet of twenty-six signs displayed on all these objects is called a ‘model’ 
alphabet. Some of its letters- b, [, D, O - are never used in Etruscan inscriptions 
(so, too, Italian children learn the signs k, j, w and y, which never appear in Italian 
words). Etruscan has no b, d, or g (voiced stops), and no o, but these signs are included in 
the alphabet, which faithfully reproduces the Greek model from which the Etruscan 
derived. Of the four signs for s, only two were regularly used at any one time or place. 


There are, to date, seventy-five known Etruscan inscriptions from the seventh century ` 


BC, a very respectable quantity when compared with Greek inscriptions from this period. 
These and later examples show the steps in the adaptation of the alphabet to the Etruscan 
language. The sound u (written V or Y )was regularly substituted for o. The Greek > , 
an aspirate, was pronounced as a p followed by the sound of ‘h’: it was not an f sound, as 
it is today. A new sign, 3 , represented the sound f, unknown in Greek. In fact we owe 
the sound f to the Etruscans, who passed it on to the Latins, Oscans, Umbrians and 
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Model alphabet Archaic 


P ih confi BO 

4 A 
1 

‘| ) 
( 

4 7 
a 1 

Í T 
ø ø 
Q eo 
| | 

y A 

J y 
w i 
M M 
FH 

O 

q á! 
M M 
Q Q 

4 q 

¢ N 

T T 
Y Y 
X X 
P P 
Y Y 

($8) 


6 Etruscan alphabets. 


Later inscriptions 


Transcriptions 


(4th-1st century BC) and phonetic 


A 


2 


it 
Bo 
OO 


aR o 


Z 


(^2 CN 


Oo < © 


values 
a 
(b) 
c (= k) 
(d) 
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Veneti in Italy, and beyond to Northern Europe. In reading Etruscan transcriptions of 
Greek names, it is important to remember that the Etruscans changed the voiced stops g, 
b and d to k, p and t (voiceless) whenever these appeared in foreign words — Greek, Latin 
or Umbrian. Thus from the Greek word thriambos came the Latin word triumpus or 
triumpbus, ‘victory celebration’, by way of Etruscan. 

All alphabets, when first used, are strictly phonetic, and Etruscan spelling remained so. 
The alphabetic system changed twice, first when the Greek model alphabet was adapted 
to the needs of the Etruscan language, then some time around 400 Bc various other 
changes culminated in the creation of the so-called ‘neo-Etruscan’ alphabet. Several 
letters disappeared. K continued to be used in the northern cities, as did the sibilant M 
(4). An inscription can accordingly be dated, not absolutely, but in general terms, as 
belonging to the Archaic period or to the later period (fourth to first centuries Bc). 

The loss of vowels in Etruscan spelling after the first syllable, resulting in clusters of 
consonants, was due to an intensive stress accent which around 500 Bc affected Etruscan 
as well as other languages of Italy (Latin, Umbrian, Oscan, Sabellian). The first syllable 
was heavily accented, with the result that following vowels weakened (a > e > i), and 
eventually dropped out. This abbreviation, or syncope, is most obvious in the later, 
neo-Etruscan inscriptions of the fourth century Bc and the Hellenistic period. On 
Etruscan mirrors, for example, we find the Greek name Alexandros written in the 
abbreviated form Alcsentre, and even Elcsntre. Ramutha (a woman’s name) becomes 
Ramtha; Rasenna (the name of the Etruscans) Rasna; Klytaimestra (Clytemnestra) 
becomes Clutumsta, then Clutmsta; turice, ‘gave’, becomes turce. (The pronunciation of 
English also provides example of this: both ‘Leicester’ and ‘Worcester’ are pronounced in 
a ‘syncopated’ way.) This loss of vowels was only partly compensated for by nasal liquids 
(the T in Atlnta, for the Greek name of the female athlete Atalanta, was pronounced 
something like the final syllable of English ‘castle’), Conversely, sometimes in the internal 
syllables extra vowels were inserted in consonant clusters to make words easier to pro- 
nounce. This tendency accounts for the transformation of the Greek name of the goddess 
Artemis into Aritimi, of the Etruscan name for Herakles (Hercle) into Herecele and of 
Menrva (Minerva) into Menerva. 

As stated above, the direction of Etruscan writing normally goes from right to left, the 
reverse of classical Greek, Latin or English. In the Archaic period inscriptions are 
occasionally written boustrophedon, ‘as the ox ploughs’ - one line going from left to 
right, the next from right to left, and so on. This was the system used by the early Greeks, 
before they settled on writing left to right (c. 550 Bc). Examples of Etruscan writing from 
left to right do occur on some mirrors, where they are clearly dictated by a desire for 
symmetry or to keep the label close to the figure. Inscriptions of the third century Bc or 
later, under Latin influence, also read from left to right. In this late period some inscrip- 
tions in the Etruscan language were written in the Latin alphabet; and some, in the Latin 
language, with Etruscan letters. 

In the earliest inscriptions the words are not separated at all, the letters running on one 
after the other (scriptio continua). From the sixth century BC, words are often divided 
from each other by one, two or more dots placed vertically above each other. Sometimes 
this ‘punctuation’ separates groups of letters or syllables within a word: such syllabic 
punctuation constitutes a peculiar feature of Etruscan writing in certain periods. 
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Pronunciation 


Consonants 

Since they could not pronounce the voiced stop g, the Etruscans used the third letter of the 
Greek alphabet, gamma |, (or (, withthe value of k. Thus for the sound k (English 
think) they used three signs: K ( K ) before a (ka); C ( < ) before e and i (ce, ci) ; and 
O ( Q) before u (qu). The same system was used by the early Latins, who imitated the 
Etruscan. The K of early Latin survived before a in a few words, such as Kalendae, from 
which ‘calendar’ derives. (In English the same three letters survive with the sound of k: ke, 
ca, qu.) 

The influence of Etruscan on the Latin alphabet is shown by the fact that the Latins 
followed the Etruscan use of the Greek gamma, written as a C, to represent the sound of k 
(cena, cura, catena, civis, corium). Originally in Latin the letter C could be pronounced as 
k (Caesar, from which comes the German word Kaiser) and also as g (Caius, pronounced 
Gaius). It was not until about 250 Bc that the Romans introduced a new letter, G (which 
was merely a slightly changed C), specifically for the voiced stop g. In order to avoid 
changing the order of the alphabet, this new letter G took the place of the Greek letter Z, 
which the Latins had inherited but did not use; the ‘slot’ was therefore available. Later, in 
the first century Bc, when more intimate contact with the Greeks made it necessary to 
write Greek words, the Latins reinstated the letter Z, which, having lost its place, was put 
at the end - where it still is today. 

In general, pronunciation was harsh. We have seen that the voiced stops b, d, g were 
substituted by p, t, k. The aspirated sounds (ph, th, ch) also gave a rough texture to 
speech. The letter Z ( 1 ) in Etruscan had a voiceless sound, as for example in English 
gets, eats, and not as in zeal. Some scholars have suggested that the modern gorgia 
toscana so obvious in Florence and Siena today (Coca Cola = ‘hola hola’) derives from 
Etruscan. 

The Etruscans had a sound f (pronounced more or less as in English find, stuff). The 
Greeks did not have this sound, nor did they have a sign for it. At first the Etruscans 
approximated the sound with the two sounds w and b, written as FQ. Later they 
adopted a new sign, $ (its origin is obscure). The Latins, however, kept the first element 
of vb, Ñ: F, the letter familiar to us with the sound of f. 

The Etruscan Ẹ (digamma, here transcribed as v) was bilabial, like English w or Latin 
v in vincit. Diphthongs like au are frequently spelled av: lautni > lavtni; aule > avle. 


Vowels 

The Etruscan vowel system is simple. There are only four vowels: a, e, i, u. In Etruscan 
the letter A is always pronounced ab, as in father; I is always ee, as in machine; U is oo, as 
in rule or moon. U always substitutes for o, which does not exist, as we have seen. E is eb, 
as in elf: it was a very closed vowel, almost like i, with which it was in fact often 
interchanged. So we see both ica and eca, mini and mine, cliniiaras and clenar, etc. The 
Greek name Iason (Jason) becomes Easun; and the Etruscan genitive form -ial often 
becomes -eal. Etruscan had only short vowels, like several modern languages, for 
example Spanish and Romanian. There were no long vowels like Greek eta (H) or omega 
(Q). Since the letter H or 4 was not needed to represent a long e, as in Greek, it was 
therefore available to represent the sound of h, as in English bat today. It already had the 
value of h in some Greek dialects. 
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Greek diphthongs are usually preserved, except of course that oi becomes ui. In later 
inscriptions (fifth to first centuries BC), ai often becomes ei or even e: thus the Greek name 
Aias (Ajax) is written as Aivas, Eivas or Evas in Etruscan. Graikos, ‘Greek’, written 
Graecus in Latin, becomes creice in Etruscan. There is a general trend toward the 
simplification of two different vowels, forming a diphthong, into a simple vowel. Ez 
sometimes becomes u in Etruscan: for example, the name of Castor's brother Pollux, 
Polydeukes in Greek, in Etruscan becomes Pultuce. 


Grammar 


Etruscan is an inflected language. There are different endings, or inflections, for nouns, 
pronouns and verbs. Though the limited amount of materials at our disposal precludes 
the systematic setting out of an Etruscan ‘grammar’, and even the use of conventional 
grammatical terms is anything but certain, there are certain forms we can recognise. 


Note: For Etruscan personal names and other words cited in the text, see the Appendices. 


Nouns 
Here is an example of a declension: 


Plural 
Nominative 
and Accusative clan, ‘son’ clenar, ‘the sons’ 
Genitive, ‘of’ clens, ‘of the son’ clenarasi 
*to the sons' 
Dative, ‘to’ clensi, ‘to the son’ cliniiaras 
Locative, ‘in’ *clenthi, ‘in the son’ 





(* this form is not attested, only hypothetical) 


Common nouns have no special endings for masculine, feminine or neuter. 


Only personal names have gender in Etruscan. Many masculine names end in e (Greek 
and Latin equivalents are given where known): 
Hercle (Gk Herakles; Lat. Hercules), Menle (Gk Menelaos), Achle (Gk Achilles), 
Zimite (Gk Diomedes), Tite Cale (Lat. Titus Calus), Aule (Lat. Aulus), Taitle 
(Gk Daidalos; Lat. Daedalus), Sime, Artile. 


Others end in a consonant: 
Evas (Gk Aias; Lat. Ajax), Arnth (Lat. Arruns), Larth (Lat. Lars), Velthur, Laran. 


Feminine names end in -i or -a: 
Uni (Lat. Juno), Menrva (Lat. Minerva), Clutmsta (Gk Klytemnestra, Klytaimestra), 
Ati, Seianti, Lasa 


and sometimes in -u: 
Zipu, Thanchvilu. 
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Names of gods often have the nominative in -s: 
Fufluns (no precise equivalent; Gk Dionysos; Lat. Bacchus), Sethlans (no precise 
equivalent; Gk Hephaistos), Tins (no precise equivalent; Gk Zeus), Selvans (Lat. 
Silvanus). 


Otherwise male and female gods' names may have the same endings, whether consonant: 
Turan (no precise equivalent; Gk Aphrodite), Thanr (f), Malavisch (f), Laran (m) 


or vowel: 


Pacha (Lat. Bacchus), Aplu (Gk Apollo). 


The genitive is formed by adding -s or -/ to the stem, often inserting a vowel between the 
stem and the ending. After a liquid consonant (/, r), -us is used: 
Velthur > Velthurus, Vel > Velus, Thanchvil > Tanchvilus. 


The genitive ending in -al is added to feminine names ending in -i: 
Uni > Unial, Ati > Atial 


and to masculine names ending in -s: 
Laris > Larisal 


or ending in a dental: 
Arnth > Arnthal. 


Sometimes a special ending in -sa or -isa designates the patronymic, ‘son of’. 
aule velimna larthal clan = aule velimna larthalisa, ‘Aules Velimna, son of Larth’. 


Thus the genitive expresses possession (arnthal clan, ‘son of Arnth’). It also expresses 
dedication {as does the dative in Latin): 
ecn turce ... selvansl, ‘this [she] gave to Selvans’. 


There is also a dative form in -si: 
mi titasi cver menacbe, ‘I was offered to Tita as a gift’. 


The plural is formed by adding -r (-ar, -er, -ur). An uncommon shift of the stem vowel in 
the plural occurs in clan > clenar, ‘son’ > ‘sons’. 


The locative ending is -thi. 


Pronouns 
1. Personal pronouns 
First person: Nom. mi, T 
Acc. mini, ‘me’ 
No other case forms are known. 


> € 


Third person: (animate, male and female) az, ‘he’, 
(inanimate, neuter) in, ‘it 
No other case forms are known. 


> 


she 


2. Demonstrative pronouns 
Nom. ita, eta, ta, ‘this’; or tka, eca, ca, ‘this’ 
Acc. etan, tn, ‘this’; or can, cn, ecn, ‘this’ 
Loc. calti, ‘in this’; or eclthi, clthi, ‘in this’ 
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Adjectives 
A variety of forms denote adjectives: 


1. Of quality 
aisiu, ‘divine’ (from ais, ‘god’) 
hinthiu, ‘infernal’ (from bintba, *'underworld") 


2. Possession or reference 
disna, eisna, ‘pertaining to god’, ‘divine’ 
pachana ‘of or pertaining to Bacchus’ (from Pacha, ‘Bacchus’) 
$utbina, ‘of or pertaining to the tomb’ (from suthi, ‘tomb’). 


Family names in -na belong to this type. But in southern Etruscan cities the family 
name (equivalent to our last name) ends in -s: aule vipiiennas. This may derive from a 
genitive form (-s), ‘of the Vipiienna’, etc., a formation similar to della Robbia, di 
Giovanni, etc. in Italian, and names with de in French, von in German and van in 
Dutch. (In fact, when an inscription gives a name in the genitive we often cannot tell 
whether the nominative ends in s or not: Atnas, Pulenas, Vipinanas, etc.) 


3. Collective 
math, mathcva, ‘full of drink’ (from math ‘honeyed wine’) 
srencva, ‘full of ornament’ (from sren, ‘picture’ or ‘figure’) 
flerchva, ‘group of sacred statues, offerings’ (from fler, ‘offering, sacrifice’). 


Adverbs and Conjunctions 
The conjunction -c is equivalent to Latin -que, meaning ‘and’. Um, enclitic -m, also 
means ‘and’. 

Alpan or alpnu is an adverb, ‘gladly’, ‘willingly’; it can also mean ‘as a gift’, ‘offering’. 


Verbs 
The present active form consists of the root, ar, zich, tur. Another form ends in -a: 
ard, tva, as in eca sren tva, ‘this picture shows’. 


The best-known form is the third person singular past (aorist). In the active form the 
ending is -ce: 

turce, ‘he/she gave’ 

sválce, ‘he/she lived’ 

lupuce, ‘he/she died’ 

muluvanice, ‘he/she made/built’. 


This can be distinguished from the passive form, -che, for the first person singular: 
mi... zichuche, ‘I was written’ 
mi titasi cver menache, ‘I was offered to Tita as a gift’. 


The text of the Zagreb mummy (see p. 345 below) gives examples of imperatives. One 
type of imperative consists of the simple verbal root (as in the Indo-European languages): 
vacl ar, ‘make (ar) the libation (vacl). 


Another imperative, ending in -£i, -th or -thi, is used for the second person singular: 
racth tura, ‘prepare the incense’. 
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Another form seems to be a passive participle of obligation, ending in -ri or -eri: 
huthis zathrumis flerchva nathunsl ... thezeri-c, ‘and on the 26th the sacrifices for 
Neptune are to be made’. 


Numerals 

Etruscan numerals are known from funerary inscriptions recording the age of the de- 

ceased and from the ‘Tuscania dice’, on which the first six numbers are written out in 

words rather than shown by dots, as usual. We therefore know the first six numbers: 
thu, zal, ci, a, mach, bhuth 


Their order was recognised because in antiquity the sum of each of the two opposite sides 
of the die added up to seven: mach + zal = seven; thu + huth = seven; ci + $a = seven. 
Other clues led to the identification of each particular number, so that the order given 
above is generally accepted today. 

What these numerals show, beyond any shadow of a doubt, is the non-Indo-European 
nature of the Etruscan language. Basic words like numbers and names of relationships 
are often similar in the Indo-European languages, for they derive from the same root. 

Another peculiarity of Etruscan is the formation of numbers by subtraction, a system 
found also in Latin. Given the cultural influence of the Etruscans in Rome, Latin may 
have derived it from Etruscan. In Etruscan, 17 = 20 - 3,18 = 20 — 2,19 = 20 — 1. In 
Latin we have duodeviginti, undeviginti. Multiples of 10 are formed with the addition of 
-alc or -alch. (An asterisk indicates forms not attested in inscriptions.) 


1 thu 10 Sar 30 ci-alch (ce-alch) 
2 zal, es(a)l 16 huth-zar 40 śe-alch 
3 ci 17 ci-em zathrum 50 muv-alch (*mach-alch) 
4 $a 18 esl-em zathrum 60 *huth-alch 
5 mach 19 thun-em zathrum 70 sempbh-alch(?) 
6 buth 20 zatbrum 80 cezp-alch(?) 
7 semph(?) 27 ci-em-ce-alcb 90 "*nurpb-alch(?) 
8 cezp(?) 28 esl-em-ce-alch f 100 ? 
9 nurph(?) 29 thun-em-ce-alch 1000 ? 
Etruscan Roman Arabic 
| I 1 
^ V 5 
X X 10 
T L 50 
C X C 100 
CorM? 100 or 1000? 
Q M or M? 1000 or 10,000? 


Etruscan numerals 
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3 
Writing Materials and Methods 


Books and writing were very important to the Etruscans throughout their history: Pal- 
lottino has even called them the People of the Book'. They wrote on a variety of mater- 
ials: bronze, clay, plaster, stone, gold, lead, cloth, wax, and perhaps papyrus. We know 
from Roman historians that books made of linen, libri lintei, were used in Rome, and 
Etruscan ritual texts were also written on linen. It was imported from Egypt by the 
seventh century Bc and was also woven in Etruria. In Etruscan art such books are usually 
shown as attributes of priests or haruspices (diviners), and are sometimes folded, not 
rolled up like scrolls. For example, a folded linen book appears on the lid of a funerary 
urn from Chiusi, on the bed or couch of the deceased, under the characteristic pointed hat 
of the Etruscan haruspex. Perhaps a similar book is represented by the folded cloth at the 
bedside of the owners of the Tomb of the Reliefs in Cerveteri, where the furnishings of a 
normal upper-class household — including plates, ropes, a gaming-board, dishes and pets 
- were all shown in brightly painted relief on the walls of their house-like tomb. 

The most famous linen book, and the only one to have come down to us in anything 
like its original form, is the cloth recycled as wrappings for an Egyptian mummy, now in 
Zagreb (see also p. 345). This book was a liturgical calendar, and the cloth - of which 
almost 3.5 m in length and 35 cm in width is preserved — was compact and tightly woven, 
clearly meant to be written on. The surface may have been treated in a special way so that 
the ink, which was probably applied with a brush, would not be absorbed. Two types of 
ink were used: black (‘ivory black’) for the text, and red (cinnabar, 100 per cent HgS) for 
the vertical lines dividing the columns. Red was also used to underline special sections in 
the text, evidently to help the officiating priest find his place in the ritual by unfolding the 
book gradually and turning to the appropriate section. The right-hand end of the cloth is 
much more worn than the left: this was perhaps the beginning of the book (it would of 
course have been at the back, as in Hebrew books). 

Scrolls are represented on several monuments. We cannot be certain what material was 
actually used; perhaps papyrus imported from Egypt, or possibly linen, like the folded 
books. 

Wax tablets were used for memos, letters, tallies and other records. Bronze styli used to 
incise the letters in the wax have been preserved, many of them decorated with attractive 
bronze figurines. The frames of these wax tablets were usually made of wood, though 
some especially precious ones might have been made from ivory or bone. They were in 
two parts hinged together as a diptych, so they could be closed and the message, inscribed 
on the wax surface with a stylus, protected from wear as well as prying eyes. The date of 
the Marsiliana ivory tablet with a ‘model’ alphabet, mid-seventh century BC, puts it in the 
period when the alphabet was still a novelty, in Greece as well as in Etruria. On a relief 
from Chiusi, a man is shown recording something, probably the prizes won in a com- 
petition. The date of this relief, about 500 Bc, is contemporary with a story recorded by 
the historian Livy (2.12): Caius Mucius Scaevola’s attempt to kill the Etruscan king - or 
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8 Detail of a stone relief from Chiusi, c. 500 Bc: 
a secretary recording prizes on a hinged tablet. 
Palermo Archaeological Museum. 


7 Left Writing implements: bronze stylus, and 
relief showing wax tablets. 


‘tyrant’ - Porsenna, who was besieging Rome. Porsenna's secretary, who was seated 
writing next to the king, was dressed so elegantly that Scaevola mistook him for Por- 
senna: evidently the secretary played an important role in Etruscan society. Yet there was 
nothing like a ‘scribal’ caste or group. The awkwardness of many inscriptions, such as 
those denoting ownership, shows that literacy was widespread — at least as much as in 
other ancient societies in the same historical period. 

A large number of inscriptions in Etruria have been preserved on terracotta. On a tile 
from Capua (see p. 345) an inscription was incised in the clay while it was still wet: this is 
the easiest way of writing on clay. A seventh-century vase in Villa Giulia in Rome has the 
letters ‘embossed’ in relief, in a decorative pattern below the neck. The sarcophagus of 
Seianti Hanunia Tlesnasa has its handsome letters cut into the clay. Terracotta urns of 
the later period have the inscription either incised or painted on. On vases, ‘labels’ 
identifying the figures depicted were often painted on the clay, before or after firing. In 
the Archaic period the following Etruscan inscription was scratched on the foot of a 
handsome imported Greek vase, an Attic cup by the painter Oltos (c.500 Bc): 


itun turuce venel atelinas tinas clintiaras 


‘This gave (turuce) Venel Atelinas to Tina’s sons’, or ‘Venel Atelinas gave this to the 
sons of Zeus' (i.e. the Dioskouroi). 


The Etruscan owner of a Greek vase often wrote a dedication to a god in this way. 

Bronze was a material widely used in Italy for inscriptions. The Umbrian Iguvine 
tablets, the Oscan Agnone plaque (see Chapter 6) and the Monumentum Ancyranum, a 
Greek translation of Augustus’ testament, are outstanding examples of this type of 
document. (For the Etruscans, terracotta and bronze were not secondary materials; they 
were what they worked best, in contrast to the Greeks and Romans, who normally 
recorded their acta publica, their public decisions and deeds, on stone). The letters of the 
text inscribed on a bronze model of a sheep's liver from Piacenza (see p. 347) were incised 
after casting, when the surface was already rigid; if they had been traced on the clay 
model, one would expect them to be rounded. 

The largest number of Etruscan inscriptions on bronze occur on 1,000 or so figured 
mirrors (about 3,000 mirrors have survived in all). With a few notable exceptions whose 
decoration is in relief, the decoration on the reverse of these is engraved. A smaller but 
important category of bronze objects with inscriptions encompasses votive statues and 
statuettes. These include the beautiful large Chimaera of Arezzo. On the beast's paw is 
the inscription tingcvil, cut into the wax model before the bronze was cast, declaring it to 
be a ‘gift to Tinia', that is Zeus or Jupiter. (The city of Arezzo was so famous for its 
bronzes in antiquity that the German word for metal, Erz, was derived from its name.) In 
Greece, in the early period, votive figures of gods and humans bore inscriptions scratched 
or engraved on their bodies, but the custom soon died out. In Etruria, and elsewhere in 
Italy under Etruscan influence, it survived, along with other Archaic forms and features. 
Some of the finest Etruscan statues and statuettes of the Classical period and later bear 
inscriptions carved into their mantles, on their bodies, or on their armour; for example 
the Arringatore in Florence and the Mars from Todi (Umbrian in language, Etruscan in 
style). 

Other metals used include gold, silver and lead. On the three famous gold tablets from 
Pyrgi — in spite of their delicate appearance they are heavy plaques - the text is engraved 
in the soft gold surface and there are traces of words erased and written over. (A bronze 
tablet was also found with these.) The gold tablets were originally attached, perhaps to 
the wall of a temple; the nail holes, and some golden nails used for this purpose, are still 
extant. À gold bulla (pendant) has a relief design of a flying Daedalus and his son Icarus. 
Incised inscriptions identify the two: taitle, ‘Daedalus’ and vikare, ‘Icarus’. 

A cheap substitute for more expensive materials was lead, which had the added advan- 
tage of being soft and easy to write on. It was often used to make inexpensive religious or 
votive figures. Curses were written on lead tablets by Greeks, Etruscans, Romans and 
other peoples in ancient Italy. These so-called zabulae defixionis bore prayers, incant- 
ations and magic formulas designed to harm or incapacitate enemies and rivals. The 
tablets were rolled up and ‘posted’ in someone's tomb, for the Underworld. Lead was also 
used for inscriptions, such as a ribbon-like tablet from a sanctuary near Santa Marinella 
and a thin round plate from Magliano, with ritual, probably funerary, inscriptions (see 
p. 28). Epitaphs were incised on stone sarcophagi, cippi, urns, stelai and tombs, or 
painted in the rock-cut tombs of Tarquinia. 

Inscriptions on coins and gems are short, but important. Etruscan coins, made of gold, 
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silver and bronze, were usually struck by dies (as coins are today); sometimes they were 
cast in moulds. Only a few issues carry ‘legends’ (inscriptions) or other symbols to 
identify their origin. 

Gems, like mirrors, provide ‘picture bilinguals’: inscription and image explain each 
other. Some 3,000 gems have survived, but not all are inscribed. They are often 
extremely beautiful and provide important information about religion, mythology and 
language. Single figures, shown bending over to fit the rounded frame, or more rarely in 
groups, are labelled with names of Greek mythological characters: Achle (Achilles); the 
Trojan hero Paris; Taitle (Daidalos); Easun ( Jason); Hercle or Herkle (Herakles). A gem 
in the Bibliothéque Nationale with a youth reading the numbers written on a pair of 
tablets has the word apcar, which is Etruscan for abacus, the Latin word for a counting- 
board (b becomes p in Etruscan). Their great number is due to the fact that they were 
widely used as jewellery (rather than only to seal documents and containers by impressing 
the bezel of the ring into soft wax or clay). Like mirrors, they belonged to the luxurious 
world of wealthy Etruscans, who adorned themselves not only for pleasure but as a way 
of showing their status in society. 
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9 A gem showing a youth reading numbers from 
a tablet, c.450 Bc (TLE 779). Paris, Bibliothéque 
Nationale. 


4 
Etruscan Inscriptions 


Etruscan inscriptions — on stone, lead, clay, bronze, tomb walls, etc. — total about 
13,000; a very large number if we consider how few we have for the other ancient 
non-Latin languages of Italy. Eleven inscriptions describing a religious ritual, the bronze 
Iguvine tablets from Gubbio — written partly in an Etruscan, partly in a Latin alphabet — 
are almost all that remains of the pre-Roman Umbrian language; a few hundred in 
Venetic and Oscan have come down to us; only three inscriptions in the Gauls' language, 
and none in the indigenous dialects of Sardinia and Corsica. The Faliscan language is 
attested by about 150 inscriptions; a large number, due to the close ties of Falerii with the 
literate Etruscan culture. In archaic Latin we have only nine inscriptions earlier than the 
third century Bc, including one new one, and one, the Praenestine fibula, said to be a 
forgery. 

Most of the 13,000 Etruscan inscriptions (more are continually being discovered) can 
be understood. Most are pitifully short. The majority are funerary inscriptions, consist- 
ing only of the name of the deceased, the patronymic, or father's name, sometimes the 
matronymic, or mother's name, and the surname or family name. What would be known 
of the English language if there were hardly anything but tombstones and other short 
inscriptions to read? 


Longer inscriptions 


The few long texts that have come down to us are described briefly below. 


The Zagreb mummy 

The longest and most exotic Etruscan inscription which survives is a religious text, a 
sacred linen book, parts of which were preserved by being used as linen wrappings on a 
mummy. The mummy, that of a 30-year old woman, was bought in Egypt by a Croatian 
traveller in the last century and given to the Zagreb National Museum in Yugoslavia, 
where it remains today. When the wrappings were removed from the body they were 
found to contain a neatly inked text of some 1,200 readable words, in at least twelve 
vertical columns. It was a liturgical calendar of sacrifices and prayers to be made to a 
number of gods, for instance Nethuns (Neptune), on specific dates. Though damaged 
and spotted by the unguents used for mummification, and largely unintelligible because 
of its technical vocabulary and the repetitions typical of religious texts, it is uniquely 
precious for our knowledge of the Etruscan language. A typical passage runs (column 
vm, lines 3ff.): celi (the month of September) huthis zathrumis (the 26th [day]) flerchva 
(all the offerings) netbunsl (to the god Neptune) sucri (should be declared) thezri-c (and 
should be made). 


The Capua tile 
On a terracotta tile from Capua in Campania, dating from the fifth or fourth century BC, 
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now in the State Museum in East Berlin, is incised a long funerary ritual, honouring the 
gods of the Underworld. Sixty-two lines are preserved, with almost 300 legible words. 
Among the gods mentioned are Calus, Laruns, Lethams, Tinia, Uni, and perhaps 
Bacchus. 


The Santa Marinella lead sheet 

On both sides of a lead sheet found in fragments during the 1964—5 excavations at a 
sanctuary near Santa Marinella, not far from Pyrgi, is a much damaged inscription, with 
very small letters. It is today in the Villa Giulia Museum, Rome. Several words are similar 
to those found on the Zagreb mummy cloth and the Capua tile; this too was evidently a 
religious document. It contains traces of 80 or more words, half of which can be read, 
and dates from the fifth century Bc. 


The Magliano plaque 

Thetext of alens-shaped lead plaque found at Magliano, in the Albegna river valley (now 
in the Archaeological Museum in Florence), contains some 70 words running in a spiral 
from the exterior inward to the centre. It was written during the fifth century Bc, and 
mentions the gods Calus, Suri (Apollo Soranus?), Cautha, Maris, Thanr and Tins; the 
word for ‘gods’, aiseras, also occurs. The text seems to have been funerary in nature. 


The Pyrgi tablets (Fig. 5) 

Shorter, but very important because of their historical implications and because they 
provide us with the closest thing to a bilingual inscription, are the texts inscribed on the 
three gold tablets found at Pyrgi, the harbour of Caere (Cerveteri), in 1964. (Because of 
their great value they are kept in a bank vault in Rome. Reproductions are on view in the 
Villa Giulia Museum). Two are in Etruscan, one in Phoenician. A fourth tablet, in 
bronze and fragmentary, also had an Etruscan inscription, mentioning the goddess of 
dawn, Thesan. The tablets date from about 500 Bc. The longest Etruscan text, which has 
16 lines and 36 (or 37) words, parallels the Phoenician text but does not provide a 
word-for-word translation: it is no Rosetta Stone. It gives a free translation of the text of 
a dedication by the ruler of Cisra (Caere), Thefarie Velianas, as a thank-offering to the 
goddess Uni, identified as Astarte (Stt) in the Phoenician text. Turce is translated in the 
Phoenician inscription as ‘gave’; zilac is ‘king’ (mlk); ciis ‘three’. The goddess ‘held him in 
her hand three years’ (ci avil = three years). 


The Perugia cippus 

A later (second or first century BC) inscription on a stone cippus or boundary-marker 
from Perugia (in the Perugia Museum) bears on two sides a finely carved text of 46 lines 
and 130 words. This was a property contract between members of the Velthina and 
Afuna families. The word tular, ‘boundary’ or ‘boundaries’, features prominently among 
the legal formulas and repetitions. 


The epitaph of Laris Pulena 

The epitaph of Laris Pulena of Tarquinia (Tarquinia Museum) is engraved on a represen- 
tation of a long strip of cloth (the volumen of the Romans). Half-unrolled in the hands of 
its owner, it is proudly displayed by the deceased, who reclines on his stone sarcophagus 
as if on a couch. The 9 lines and 59 words can in large part be interpreted by comparing 
the text with the Latin elogia (honorary epitaphs) of the Scipios at Rome. 


The Piacenza liver (Fig. 10) 

An unusual document, providing in- 
valuable evidence for Etruscan divi- 
nation, is a bronze model of a sheep's 
liver which was discovered in 1877 
near Piacenza in northern Italy 
(Museo Civico, Piacenza). Because of 
peculiarities of script and spelling, 
scholars think it was made near 
Chiusi about 150 Bc. On the outer 
margin it is divided into sixteen re- 
gions, reflecting the sections of the 
sky; there are in addition twenty-four ^ 10 Bronze model of a sheep's liver, from 
regions on the interior of the liver and Piacenza, c. 150 sc (TLE 719). 

two on the underside. It gives fifty- 

two names of divinities, mostly 

abbreviated. Many are repeated. Some of these are known from other sources: tin = 
Jupiter, uni = Juno, catha = a sun god, cel = a mother goddess, selvan = Silvanus, 
fufluns = Bacchus, hercle = Hercules, usil = the sun, tivr = the moon. Many of the 
divinities are local Italic gods. Hercle, Fufluns, Usil, Uni and Tin are also represented and 
labelled on the backs of bronze mirrors, as is celsclan, ‘son of Cel’, who appears as a 
giant, son of Mother Earth. 


Short inscriptions 


Shorter inscriptions occur on mirrors and gems, vases, tableware, sarcophagi and urns, 
votive figures and coins. 


Mirrors 

The engraved decoration on Etruscan bronze mirrors contrasts with the three- 
dimensional decoration and supports of most Greek mirrors. The Etruscan examples 
provide us with a continuous series of line drawings, and often inscriptions, from the 
Archaic to the later Hellenistic period (c. 530-200 Bc). They were produced in various 
Etruscan cities, but since such small luxury objects were given as gifts and widely expor- 
ted, in ancient as well as in modern times, it is difficult to establish their provenance and 
to recognise the workshops where they were made. 

Mirrors were probably given to women at their weddings or on other special 
occasions. Like most surviving luxury objects, they were found in the graves of their 
owners, who took their precious possessions with them. So far, mirrors have been found 
in women's tombs only. Inscriptions also make it clear that the mirrors were made for 
women, as on one which Tite Cale gave to his mother (ati): 


tite cale:atial:turce:malstria:cver 
‘Tite Cale to his mother gave this mirror as a gift’. 


The sense of cver as a sacred object, like the Greek agalma, suggests that the mirror was 
dedicated to his dead mother, to take to the tomb. 
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Another mirror, from Sentinum in Umbria, says, 
mi malena larthia purubenas, ‘| [am] the mirror of Larthia Puruhena'. 


These two inscriptions give us the Etruscan words for ‘mirror’, malstria and malena, with 
the characteristic ending in -na. Another, in the British Museum, says: 


mi thancvilus fulnial, ‘I [am the mirror] of Thancvil Fulni’. 





11 Bronze mirror belonging to Thancvil Fulni, with 12 Bronze mirror from Chiusi, 3rd 
a man and a woman talking, c. 300 Bc. Diam. century BC, inscribed suthina. Diam. 
c.16cm (BM Br 724, 1868.5-20.55; TLE 749). 12.5 cm (BM Br 722, 1873.8-20.106). 


Once dedicated to the grave, some were inscribed with the formula $utbina scratched on 
the reflecting surface so as to preclude their re-use or theft. 

Most inscriptions on mirrors, however, are of mythological names, often Etruscan 
transcriptions and transformations of the names of Greek mythological figures, many of 
which were known in Etruria from the plays of the Greek tragedians and their followers. 
Other names of heroes and gods bring us close to Etruscan religion, literature and even 
history. The broad range of subjects depicted includes remarkable examples of local 
interpretations of Greek myths and legends, and local types. A popular figure in Etruria, 
Hercle, or Herkle, the Etruscan Herakles, was introduced quite early to central Italy, 






13 Below Bronze mirror from Perugia, 
with Herkle, Menerva and the Hydra, 
c.450-425 Bc. Diam. c.16 cm (BM Br 544, 
reregistered Townley 1814.7—4.2867). 


14 Right Bronze mirror from Perugia 
with bone handle, c. 300 ac, depicting 
Pheráe, Menerva, Turms and the head of 
Medusa. Diam. c.16 cm (BM Br 620, 
1888.11-10.1). 
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probably as Herakles Melqart, the Phoenician hero. He is shown on numerous mirrors, 
including an example in the British Museum’s collection, dating from about 450-425 Bc, 
accompanied by his divine patron and frequent companion, the goddess Menerva (thisis — 13 
the Archaic, unsyncopated form of her name; the Latin form of her name is Minerva). 
Menerva also appears on a mirror (about 300 Bc) with another protégé, Pherśe (Perseus). 

Also shown is Turms, the god Hermes, who has lent Pher$e the cap of invisibility, here 
shown hanging down his back. All three gaze at the reflected image - appropriate fora — 14 
mirror — of the decapitated Medusa, whose head Menerva holds up. Here, as elsewhere, 

the names are fitted into the spaces left blank by the design's composition. The direction 

of the writing follows the personages labelled: Pherse's and Menerva's names run left to 
right, starting from their images; Turms' starts near his head, on the right, and runs 
leftward. 

On an ambitious mirror from Bolsena, the characters in the central scene are identified — 15 
by inscriptions around the outer margins (a feature typical of a later series of mirrors). 
Menrva is shown in full regalia — crested, flowing-maned helmet, Gorgon-headed aegis, 
and spear: yet her role is that of a kourotrophos, the Greek word for a deity holding a 
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15 Bronze mirror from Bolsena, 
c.300 Bc, with Menrva and other 
divinities, and three Maris babies. 
Diam. c.18 cm (BM Br 618, 
1868.6-6.1; CIE 10840). 


child. With her left hand she holds or pulls a child, Mari$ Husrnana, out of a volute 
krater. Next to her stands Turan, the goddess of love. She is not naked, as often, but 
tightly wrapped in a handsomely bordered mantle which she holds up to her mouth so 
that only her upper face is seen. (She is dressed in a similar manner on a mirror showing 
Helen and Menelaos, and may represent a goddess of marriage.) Laran (the ‘L’ is ob- 
literated), hand on spear, watches the scene. Two side figures, Turms (Hermes) on the 
left and the female Amamtunia, hold two other children: Maris Isminthians (on Turms’ 
knee) and Maris Halna (on Amamtunia’s left arm). 

On another mirror, from Chiusi, with a similar scene, Menrva has bared her breast as 
though to nurse a child and holds Maris Husrnana with both hands. Turan helps her, 
while Leinth (not Turms) holds another baby on his left knee. An unidentified fourth 
figure has the pose, chlamys and spear of Laran on the Bolsena mirror. Both mirrors, and 
a Praenestine cista or toilet box, showing Menrva helping an adult Maris who is rising 
out of a huge jar, represent indigenous scenes. Mari$ is not Mars, but a local divinity 
who, according to one interpretation, lived for the considerable period of 130 years, and 
had three lives. The scene on the Bolsena mirror, in connection with the others on which 
he appears, has been interpreted as showing Maris’ birth, life and death. There is no 
general scholarly agreement, but a number of interesting possibilities are worth con- 





16 Bronze mirror from Chiusi, late 
4th century BC, with Fufluns, his 
wife Areatha, his mother Semla and 
a satyr. Diam. c.21 cm (BM Br 630, 
1847.11-1.21). 


sideration. Husrnana, perhaps connected with /usiur, ‘children’ (with a double suffix, 
-na-na) may refer to Marié birth as the ‘baby boy’. Various possible connections have 
been suggested for halna, an epithet which would refer to the living, or mature Maris. 
Finally, Maris Isminthians, whose epithet seems related to that of Apollo Smintheus, 
would represent Marif’ encounter with death: the baby is held by Turms, as Hermes or 
Mercury Psychopompus, guide of souls to the Underworld, on the Bolsena mirror. 
Leinth, whose name is connected to lein, ‘death’, holds Maris on the other mirror. The 
three babies might be the children of Menrva and Hercle. 

Fufluns (Dionysos, Bacchus, Liber) was an important Etruscan divinity, whose name 
appears on the Piacenza liver. On a handsome mirror of the late fourth century BC, a 
young Fufluns is shown with his partner Areatha (Ariadne). He holds a swan-headed 
lyre. The divine couple, formed, as often in Etruscan art, of an older woman and a young 
man, is flanked by Fufluns' mother Semla (Semele) and a Dionysiac reveler, a pug-nosed, 
animal-eared satyr named Sime, ‘snub-nosed’. The lush, stylised trumpet flowers of the 
border betray an influence from the south, possibly from Apulian vases. 
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17 Bronze mirror with toilet scene, 
late 4th century Bc. Diam. 20cm 
(BM Br 626, 1865.1-3.39). 


Helen, not surprisingly (given her legendary reputation for beauty), was a favourite 
subject for Etruscan mirror-makers and often appears in toilet and adornment scenes. 
One mirror, dating from the fourth century Bc (all the figures are still dressed in heavy 
drapery rather than appearing in the graceful nudity preferred in the Hellenistic period), 
shows Malavisch dressing. Malavisch may be an Etruscan name or epithet for Helen, 
meaning something akin to ‘the one adorned’ and related to malstria and malena, both 
meaning ‘mirror’. Assisting her are four female figures, depicted in the solemn, majestic 
style of the fourth century: Turan, Munthuch, Zipu and Hinthial. These names, too, 
have been connected with adornment scenes. Hinthial, ‘ghost’, ‘shade’, ‘reflection’, one of 
the most intriguing and important words in Etruscan, may, however, refer to the ‘shade 
of Helen’. The fourth-century sc Tomb of Orcus in Tarquinia represents the shades, 
hinthial, of Teriasals (Teiresias) and [Ach]memrun (Agamemnon), and a contemporary 
Etruscan vase shows the hinthial of two Amazons, Turmuca (perhaps Aturmuca, 
Andromache) and Pentasila (Penthesilea). 

Belief in the importance of divination and omens played an important role in Etruscan 
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18 Bronze mirror from Bolsena, c.300 Bc, with 
Cacu, Artile and the Vipinas brothers. Diam. 15 cm 
(BM Br 633, 1873.8-20.105; CIE 10854). 


Below Detail of the inscription on the tablet. 
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tradition and may lie behind another remarkable mirror in the British Museum. Like the 

Maris mirror, it comes from the Bolsena region. This third-century mirror is justly 
known as an example of Etruscan historical art, for it depicts a local myth or legend and 
records names known to us from Roman historical tradition. Two youths are seated in a 
sylvan landscape, indicated by the background as well as by the head of a satyr. Cacu 
plays a lyre; Artile reads from a hinged diptych, on which are inscribed some letters, 
impossible to decipher. Cacu, the Latin Cacus, is here a seer; thus his Apollo-like appear- 

ance. Artile, a boy, seems to be reading a prophecy. Two figures approach in a stealthy 

manner; their names, inscribed on the margin of the mirror, reveal that they are the 

brothers Caile Vipinas and Aule Vipinas, known to the Romans as Caeles and Aulus 
Vibenna. Roman historians place the story of Caeles Vibenna — whose name was 
remembered in the Caelian Hill in Rome - in the time of the Tarquins, the late sixth 
century BC. 


A homogeneous group of later mirrors, dating from the Hellenistic period (third 
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19 Left Bronze mirror showing the birth 
of Menrva from the head of Tinia, 3rd 
century BC. Diam. c.16cm, H. 31.5 cm 
(BM Br 696, 1856.12-13.4; CH 2471 bis). 


20 Bronze mirror from Cerveteri, 3rd 
century BC, with four figures from the story 
of the Trojan War: Menle (Menelaos), 
Uthste (Odysseus), Clutmsta 
(Clytemnestra), Palmithe, written Talmithe 
(Palamedes). Diam. c.14.5 cm, H.28 cm 
(BM Br 714, 1865.7-12.3). 


century BC) are characterised by a number of features: (1) a border decoration in the form 
of a spiky garland, often fastened at the top, bottom and side, sometimes ending in two 
pine cones; (2) the frequent presence of the word suthina scratched on the reflecting 
surface; (3) the use of the outer, plain border as a field for the inscriptions identifying the 
characters represented; (4) a cast handle terminating in a ram's head; (5) hair-styles 
shown as neatly arranged concentric circles; and (6) a standard size, usually 13-14 cm in 
diameter. They were evidently made in the same workshop, perhaps at Orvieto. Other 
features, such as the presence of the god Laran or ‘conversation groups’ of four gracefully 
lounging figures, characterise some, though not all, mirrors in this group. 

The British Museum has several of these ‘Spiky Garland’ mirrors. One shows the birth 
of Menrva from the head of her father Tinia (Zeus, Jupiter), in the presence of four 
divinities: Laran, Thalna (a nymph), Uni (Tinia's wife) and Maris Tiusta, bearded like 
Tinia. The circumstances are unlike any we know of from Greek myth: Uni and Thalna 


assist Tinia; but the presence of a martial god, Laran, perhaps identified with Mars, and 
of the Italic god Maris, seem to refer to local stories unknown to us from literature. 

Two other Spiky Garland mirrors show characters from the Trojan War. In one, a 
*conversation group' of four figures, are included two seated male figures on the sides, 
labelled Talmithe, for Palmithe (Palamedes, here written with a t instead of a p), and 
Menle. In the centre stand Clutmsta, Clytemnestra (perhaps written clupmsta, with a p 
instead of a t) and Uthste, Odysseus (the delta, A, of the Greek is reproduced by O, 
theta). What story did the artist or craftsman have in mind when he showed Clytem- 
nestra, Odysseus, Menelaos and Palamedes together? There were certainly Etruscan 
versions of Greek myths, and more versions of ‘Trojan’ stories than we perhaps know of. 
Menle and Talmithe wear Phrygian hats usually reserved for Easterners, Trojans, or the 
divine twins Castur and Pultuce (Castor and Pollux). On this inexpensive mirror, we may 
have stock figures from a standard repertoire of models, labelled with names picked at 
will. Books of such models may have been available in workshops of the Hellenistic 
period, when mirrors and relief- 
decorated funerary urns were prac- 
tically mass-produced. 

The second mirror represents an 
animated scene perhaps harking back 
to a theatrical performance. Troilos, 
the youngest of Priam's fifty sons, was 
killed and decapitated by a blood- 
thirsty Achilles, Achle, shown in the 
centre of the mirror with fellow- 
warrior Evas (Ajax). Achilles rests his 
knee on an altar after savagely mur- 
dering the boy. On the border of the 
altar is engraved Troilo? name, 
Truil(e), beside which, we realise with 
a shock, is the huge cadaver of the 
horse on which Troilos rode down 
from Priam's high place, into the 
ambush of Achilles. To the right 
stands  Echtur, Achilles’ mortal 
enemy, Hector (who would die later 
by Achilles’ hand). The winged female 
demon on the left, Vanth, is a purely 
Etruscan divinity. 





21 Bronze mirror with the death of Truile (Troilos), 3rd 
century BC. Diam. c.16cm, H. 31cm (BM Br 625, 
1873.8-20.108; CIE 10862). 
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22 Hercle resting, 23 Herkle and Kukne, 5th 24  Achle in retirement, 
c.400 Bc. H.1.6 cm century BC. 15 x 11mm (BM 500-400 gc, 14 x 11 mm 
(BM Gem 769, Gem 621, 1867.5-7.335). (BM Gem 632, 
1814.7-4.1299). 1867.5-7.414). 


Engraved gems 

One of the most characteristic and beautiful Etruscan gems in the British Museum, 
perhaps from Chiusi, bears a design with the stooped figure of Hercle (Hercules) sitting 
on a rock. Beside him is the lion skin. The letters of his name follow the curve of his arm, 
head and shoulder, filling in the blank space in a pleasing design. Hercules is by far the 
most popular figure on Etruscan gems. His name appears spelled either Hercle, as here, 
or Herkle, as on a remarkable late Archaic gem, showing him in action, lunging against 
his enemy Kukne or Cycnus. Here the name, written almost vertically, nicely fills the 
space behind the hero's back and muscular thighs, in the Archaic style. 

Also very popular was Achilles, whose name appears variously as Achale, Achele, 
Achile, or in its syncopated form, Achle, as on a cornelian scarab from Tarquinia. The 
scene reminds us of his retirement from battle in the Iliad. 

The Trojans occupied a special place in Etruscan myth (the later Romans, of course, 
thought of Aeneas as their founder). So it is not surprising to find a sardonyx gem in the 
Classical style representing the Trojan hero Paris as an archer, as he is described by 
Homer. Here again, the widely spaced letters of his name fill the empty spaces, following 
the course of the gem's border, with its characteristic dot pattern. 

The craftsman Taitle, or Daedalus, appears three times on Etruscan jewellery of the 
fifth century BC: twice on gems and once on a golden bulla, where he is shown along with 
his son, Vikare (Icarus), and with his saw and adze. The British Museum gem illustrates 
their tragic voyage. Taitle's name is neatly written in a horizontal line above the hooked 
signs which represent the waves of the sea over which he soars. 

Easun ( Jason) is shown embarking on the ship Argo, whose furnishings or fittings fill 
the space all around the figure. The letters of his name are fitted in on either side of his legs 
and along the side of the cornelian bezel. The relatively free field of another gem, in 
contrast, is filled with the bold lettering of the Etruscan name given to a bearded, 
powerful, striding male figure: Tarchnas. He holds jumping weights, and so may be an 
athlete. Perhaps, however, this personal name, so common in Etruria, is the name of the 


Owner. 


25 Paris the 26 Taitle flying over 27 Easun by his — 28 Tarchnas as 





archer, late 5th the sea, 450—400 Bc. ship, late 5th athlete, with jumping 
century BC. H.c.1.6 cm (BM Gem century BC. weights, 500-470 Bc. 
H.1.5cm 663, 1772.3-15.366). 16 x 12mm 13 x 10 mm 

(BM Gem 631, (BM Gem 669, (BM Gem 643, 


1772.3-15.475). 1872.6—4.1166). 1849.6-23.5). 
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Vases 

The Etruscans imported huge quantities of Greek vases and adopted the Greek names for 
them, as surviving inscriptions show. A kylix will bear an inscription saying, mi chuli- 
chna (culichna, or culchna), I am the culichna’, or kylix. Another cup says: mi qutun 
karkanas, ‘I am the kothon of Karkana'. An oil jar is a lechtumuza, "little lekythos’, or 
aska eleivana, ‘leather container (aska) for oil (eleivanay. Etruscan thina derives from 
Greek dinos, a type of bowl; ulpaia from Greek olpe; pruchum from Greek prochous. 
Other names of vases are native Etruscan: thafna, zavena, the latter an indigenous 
Etruscan shape, the ancestor of the Greek kantharos. 





29 Perfume vase of Velthur 
Hathisna, in the form of a lion. 
From Veii, 7th century Bc. H.6.5 cm 
(BM Terracotta 1683, 1852.1-12.8; 
CII 2561). 


An early (seventh to sixth century BC) impasto (rough terracotta) perfume vase in the 
form of a reclining (couchant) lion, about 10 cm long, was found at Veii and is now in the 
British Museum. Below the left ear runs the vertical inscription: 


. velthur hathi $ nas 


The owner's name is given in the genitive case: ‘(I am the vase [or, ‘I am the possession']) 
of Velthur Hathisna’. Here the genitive ending -s is added only to the last name, 
Hathisna. The form of the internal s, a five-bar ( f ) sigma, instead of the more usual 
three-bar sigma, testifies to its early date. The owner of the vase has a typically Etruscan 
name. Velthur is a common first name, while Hathisna has the characteristically Et- 
ruscan ending in -na, as in Porsenna, Rasna, Karkana, Tarchna (Tarquin), etc. In small 
or more primitive societies an individual was easily identified by his or her first name, 
with the simple addition of the father's name, or patronymic. As society became more 
complex and cities developed, people needed a second name: a gentilicial, or family name 
(this name often developed from an original patronymic, like O'Connor or McDonald). 
So the appearance of the family (gens) name, recognisable by its adjectival form, with a 
-na ending, is a mark of the newly urbanised Etruscan society. 

Another very early inscription is on a bucchero kantharos, or two-handled drinking 
cup. In the seventh and sixth centuries BC, such bucchero cups were exported from 
Etruria all over the Mediterranean, from Corinth to Carthage and beyond. The shape, 
typical of Etruria, was adopted by the Greeks, who represented it in the hand of the wine 
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30 Bucchero kantharos 
(drinking cup) of Avile Repesuna, 
c.600 Bc. H. c.12cm (BM 
1953.4-26.1; TLE 765). 


god Dionysos himself. The words, scratched on the smooth buffed black surface, again 
indicate ownership. The object speaks in the first person, 


mi repesunas aviles ‘I [am] of Repesuna Avile’, that is, ‘I belong to Avile Repesuna’. 


The verb ‘to be’ (am) can be omitted, as in Greek and Latin and in Indo-European 
languages generally. The ending -s indicates the genitive case, which also functions as a 
dative. Avile is a common first name; it can sometimes, as here, follow the name of the 
gens, or family name. Repesuna again has the characteristic Etruscan ending -na. 

Another drinking vessel, a rhyton in the shape of a mule's head, dating from the fifth 
century BC, also has connections with the drinking party or symposium, a Greek social 
function which the Etruscans adopted as a sign of civilisation. A rhyton, a kind of party 
cup or drinking horn, does not have a flat base, so it could not be put down until emptied. 
Scholars are divided as to whether the craftsman who made this example was Greek or 
Etruscan. There is no doubt about the inscription, however. It is Etruscan: 


fuflunl pacbies velclthi ‘of [to] Fufluns Bacchus, at Vulc’. 


The god to whom the cup was dedicated is the Etruscan Fufluns, known from numer- 
ous mirrors as well as two gold bullae and the Piacenza liver. Here, his name is written 










31 Rbyton (drinking horn) 
in the shape of a mule's head, 
dedicated to Fufluns Bacchus. 
From Vulci, 5th century Bc. 
H.19.25 cm (BM Vase F489, 
1837.6-9.79; TLE 336). 
Below Detail of the inscription 
on the handle. 
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without the final -s, and with the genitive -/. Pachies is the Etruscan transcription of the 
Greek name Baccheios, a cultic epithet of the Greek Dionysos. This double name has 
been compared to the double name of Uni Astre in the Pyrgi tablet, where it is likewise 
found in the genitive, unial astres (both -al and -s are genitive forms). Two other fifth- 
century BC vase inscriptions may document the growing influence of the cult of Dionysos, 
or Bacchus (also known as Liber in Italy), and his identification with the local god 
Fufluns. Much later, in the second century, we find reference to the cult of a god Pacha, 
(Fufluns on the Piacenza liver) on two sarcophagi as well. On that of Laris Pulena, 
they are mentioned together. On another epitaph, Lars Statlane is said to be maru (a 
magistrate) of Catha and Pacha (cathas pachanac: the ending -c, similar to the Latin 
enclitic -q4e, means ‘and’). Most interesting is the locative velclthi, ‘at Vulc?’ (-thi is 
the sign of the locative) appearing on all three inscriptions. It has been convincingly 
compared to other locatives of cities, tarchnalthi (TLE 131, 174), ‘at oe as and 
velsnalthi (TLE 902), ‘at Volsinii’. " " 

A later vase has the letters scratched 
into its black glaze so that they show 
up by contrast in the light pink of the 
clay beneath. Carefully and boldly in- 
cised all around the widest part of the 
pot, they form an effective decoration 
of its plain black-glazed surface and 
highlight its shape. To be noted are 
the extremely long stroke used to 
render the i of fasti at the centre of 
the inscription, and the two dots used 
to separate the words. The vase is 
quite tall (20 cm) and comes from 
Arezzo. This handsome inscription is 
easy to read: 


larthia levei fasti aneinal sec 
‘Larthia Levei, of Fasti Aneina, 


: ; 32 ‘Black-glaze’ vase of Larthia Levei, from 
the daughter’, that is, ‘Larthia Arezzo, 3rd century Bc. H.20cm (BM 
Levei, daughter of Fasti Aneina’. 1946.10-12.1; CIE 4639). 


Larthia's names have the typical feminine endings in -a and -; in the nominative form. She 
is identified as the daughter of Fasti Aneina, as we see from the genitive endings -s and -/. 
This is an unusual inscription, even in Etruria where women had more independence 
than in Greece or Rome, but were normally identified by reference to their fathers (as 
daughter, sec) or husbands (as wife, puia). 


Bronze tableware 

Several groups of inscribed bronze tableware once buried with their wealthy owners can 
now be studied in the British Museum. They were all made around 300 ac, but may have 
been buried later as heirlooms. Such wine and banqueting services consisted of pitchers, 
bowls, buckets, strainers and ladles, for use at the feasts, banquets and symposia of 
Etruscan nobles. When the owners died, some of these objects were inscribed with their 
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names, followed by the usual formula suthina, signifying that they were dedicated to 

their graves, for their use in the Underworld. Often objects were simply marked sutbina. 

A fragmentary bronze mirror and nine vases remain from a tomb group originally 

consisting of fourteen bronze serving pieces, found in 1865 at Castel Giorgio near 

Orvieto. The tomb belonged to a man, Larth Metie, and a woman, indicated by the 

presence of the mirror. Two wine jugs and three buckets with handles are inscribed (on 

33 one some of the letters are corroded). One of the buckets, or situlae, is particularly 

beautiful, decorated with relief heads of Menrva and of a satyr, whose large open mouth 
(with built-in strainer) was the spout, inscribed: 


larth meties śuthina, ‘Of Larth Metie, for the tomb’. 


The genitive ending -s occurs only on the last name. 


33 Bronze situla and wine jug from 
near Orvieto, part of the tomb 
group of Larth Metie, late 4th 
century BC. H.29.5 cm (BM 

Br 652-3, 1873.8-20.202 and 204; 
TLE 216, CIE 10876, 78). 





A large bronze wine and banqueting service from nearby Bolsena is divided between 
the British Museum and the Museo Gregoriano in the Vatican. The two pieces in the 
34 British Museum are inscribed with the owner's name: 


larisal havrenies $uthina, ‘Of Laris [Lars] Havrenie, for the tomb’. 


AA AIT Ay / 
"SM d 


34 Inscription from a bronze wine crater, part of Laris Havrenie's tomb group 
from Bolsena, 350-300 Bc (BM Br 651, cf. 655, 1868.6-6.5, cf.2; TLE 210, CIE 
10830-31). 


Of note are the two genitive endings -al and -$. One piece has the letter A below the 
inscription: it is hard to tell what it stood for. 

Part of another tomb group from Bolsena is also in the British Museum. The handsome 
bronze grave furnishings were dedicated to a woman: they included the important mirror 
showing the ambush of the Vipinas brothers. An incense burner (thymiaterion) is dec- 
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orated with figures of a boy, a cat catching a bird, a rooster, and — on the basin — four 
birds. The inscription names the tomb's owner, 


thania lucini suthina, ‘Of Thania Lucini, for the tomb’. 


The name in the nominative with éuthina is unusual. 


Sarcopbagi and ash urns 

Names of Etruscan men and women also occur on epitaphs, coffins and ash urns once in 
family tombs. An impressive terracotta sarcophagus from Chiusi (approx. 180 x 
120 cm) dates from the Hellenistic period, about 150 gc. Reclining on the lid, as if on a 
comfortable banqueting couch, is an elegantly dressed, much bejewelled lady. Her epi- 
taph is carved in a large ‘classical’ script on the lower edge of the casket: 


seianti banunia tlesnasa 


The first letter of the family name (Hanunia), because of its rounded form @ , looks like a 
theta; it is in facta H. The existence of six other inscriptions naming velia seianti 
banunia or senti banunia (without a first name), all from Chiusi and vicinity, make it 
clear that this was the lady's family name. The skeleton, still inside the sarcophagus, was 
analysed in 1989, revealing that the deceased woman was at least 80 years old. 
Much more characteristic of Chiusi than such large, expensive sarcophagi are the 
cheaper stone or terracotta ash urns for cremation burials. One in the British Museum 
gives a good idea of the brightly coloured relief decoration which once ornamented them. 
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35 Terracotta sarcophagus of Seianti Hanunia Tlesnasa, from Chiusi, c.150 Bc. H.122cm, 
L.183 cm (Terracotta D786, 1887.4-2.1; CIE 1454). 
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The casket shows a battle between warriors. The figure of the deceased, reclining as usual 

on the lid, holds a patera with which to offer a libation to the gods. He wears a costume 

appropriate for a high rank in a Roman context: the vertical purple stripe of his chiton or 

tunic and deep red border of the toga, whose rounded edge is displayed just below the 

waist, and a gold ring, worn only by someone with the rank of knight or higher. 
The casket bears an epitaph painted in brown along the upper border: 


thana ancarui thelesa, ‘Thana Ancarui Thelesa'. 


The lower part of the P is erased; earlier scholars read the name as ‘Ancapui, ANCA TVI. 
But while the family name ‘Ancapui’ does not occur, the name ‘Ancarui’ recurs several 
times at Chiusi and Tarquinia. Although the figure on the lid is male, the name on the 
casket is that of a woman. Lids and caskets were often exchanged between the time of 
their discovery and their sale and final placement in museums. Perhaps, however, the 
heirs originally purchased an urn which was readily available, though it represented a 
man rather than a woman, and had it inscribed with the name of the deceased. 

A sarcophagus of a member of the Vipinana family, from near Tuscania and now in the 
British Museum, has the following inscription: 


(1) (Q2 (3) (4) (5) (690) (8) 


vipinans sethre velthur[u]s meclasial tbanchviluss avils cis cealchs 


*Vipinans Sethre, [son of] Velthur [and of the daughter of] Meclas, Thanchvilu, 
[lived] years three-and-thirty.' 





JW Bf NORIA 3I WANING À 
4462 DAU TAWA 
36 Stone sarcophagus of Sethre Vipinans from Tuscania, with the image of the deceased 


reclining on the lid. Hellanistic. H.60 cm, L.201 cm, W.64 cm (BM D31-2, 1838.6-8.4; TLE 
180, CIE 5702). Below: Drawing of inscription. 
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We have here (1) the family name, Vipinans; (2) the first name, Sethre; (3) the patro- 
nymic, Velthur; the matronymic, including (4) the mother's family name, Meclasia, and 
(5) the mother's first name, Thanchvilu. 

The word avil (‘year’) occurs more than a hundred times in funerary inscriptions. It is 
found with the single stem (avil) when used with the verbs svalce or svalthas (‘to live’). 
When used with lupu (‘dead’), we find avils, perhaps a dative of ‘time when’. Evidently 
avil indicates a continuous action, ‘he lived for X years ...’, while avils expresses a 
precise action or occurrence, ‘he died in such-and-such a year’. The following two 
inscriptions illustrate the difference: 


velthur larisal clan cuclnial thanchvilus lupu avils XXV 
*Velthur, the son of Laris [and of] Thanchvil Cuclni, died at 25 years' (on a sarco- 
phagus from Tarquinia). 


atnas vel larthal clan svalce avil XIII zi[la]tb maruchva tarils cepta phechucu 
‘Atnas Vel, son of Larth, lived years 63, [he was] zilath marucbva (a magistrate)...’ — 37 
(the translation of tarils cepta phechucu is uncertain). 


This inscription is on a sarcophagus from near Tuscania. 





RI 0318] EDAR HARUAOIN IIA dra 
VWI AITID IAT MILI Hi eg. ux 


37 Stone (nenfro) sarcophagus of Vel Atna, with relief decoration showing a procession of 
magistrates. From Tuscania, c.250-200 sc. H.62 cm, L.213 cm, W.64 cm (BM D26, 
1838.6-8.24; TLE 194, CIE 5755). Below: Drawing of inscription. 


Another inscription in the British Museum, on an urn from Volterra, illustrates a 
different way of expressing age at death (for abbreviations of names, see Appendix I): 


ls. cala. Is. ril. XX 
‘Lars Cala, son of Lars, at the age of LXX", i.e. ‘Lars Cala, son of Lars, [died] at the 
age of 70 years.' 
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Votive figures 

Among the rare Etruscan objects found in non-funerary contexts are votive gifts. The 
inscriptions on these objects document the offerings people made to the gods, giving us a 
glimpse into their public and private religion, the divinities they worshipped and the gifts 
considered appropriate. Sometimes ambitious votive offerings, like the Chimaera of 
Arezzo, may have been made by a whole community. Inscribed on these gifts were the 
names of the individuals offering them and the names of the divinities to whom they were 
dedicated as a form of worship or cult. These were sometimes identified with Greek gods 
and therefore bear the names of Artemis (Aritimi), Minerva (Menrva), etc.; but in fact 
these gifts were deposited in the sanctuaries of local divinities, Many votive objects - 
where we know their actual provenance — come from the central Etruscan area around 
Lake Bolsena: Bolsena, Chiusi, Perugia, etc. This was a region of sanctuaries: as we have 
seen, the longest ritual inscriptions come from 
there. 

From sanctuaries in Southern Etruria (Veii, 
Cerveteri, Pyrgi, Gravisca), Latium and Cam- 
pania (Lavinium, Capua, Paestum), Magna 
Graecia and Sicily, come thousands of 
terracotta votive figures — models of eyes, uteri, 
breasts, genitals, feet and hands — as well as 
images of kourotrophoi (mothers and children) 
and other inexpensive votive figures asking 
favours or giving thanks for the health and pro- 
tection of the faithful or for the birth and well- 
being of children. Such terracotta votive offer- 
ings came from a poorer class of people and 
were not identified with names. In contrast, 
more expensive gifts, bronze statuettes, incense 
burners, etc., proudly record the names of the 
rich donor and the divinity to whom the gift 
was offered. Two handsome bronze statuettes 
in the British Museum, in the late Classical style 
(about 400-350 sc) bear such inscriptions. 
Both are solid cast, both represent youths with 
short hair and both are dedicated to the god 
Selvans (Silvanus). One youth wears a mantle 
with rounded borders — the Etruscan tebenna, 


38 Bronze statuette of a youth wearing a short 
mantle, dedicated to the god Selvans, 400-350 ac. 
H.16.2.cm (BM Br 678, 1824.4-97.3; TLE 559, 
CIE 2403). 
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39 Bronze statuette of a naked athlete, dedicated to the god 
Selvans. From Sarteano (Chiusi), c.400-350 Bc. H.15.6 cm (BM 
Br 611, 1865.7-12.12; TLE 504). Below Detail of inscription. 





antecedent of the Roman toga. On the mantle, along the right leg, runs the inscription: 


ecn turce larthi lethanei alpnu selvansl canzate 
‘This gave Larthi Lethanei as a gift to Selvans Canzate.’ 


Ecn, ‘this’, is the accusative of eca, ika. Turce, ‘gave, dedicated’, is the later (neo- 
Etruscan) form of the Archaic turuce. Ecn turce is the standard formula for the beginning 
of votive inscriptions in neo-Etruscan. Alpnu here seems to function as the direct object 
of turce (though scholars usually translate the word as ‘gladly, willingly’). The donor was 
a woman: Larthi Lethanei. Canzate, an unknown word, seems to be a epithet of Selvans, 
perhaps referring to a particular region or cult-centre where he was worshipped. 

The other bronze statuette, from Sarteano, near Chiusi, represents a naked youth in 
the Greek manner. The kouros, or handsome naked athlete, belongs to a Greek tradition — 39 
beginning perhaps as early as 700 Bc. Etruscans followed the artistic tradition, and at 
times the athletic custom as well. The dedication is incised into the flat rectangular base, 
cast in one piece with the statuette: 


vel éapu th/n turke sel/van/s[. . .]ran, or, more probably: selvans [. . .]ran) 
*Vel Sapu this gave to Selvans [. . .]ran.' 


Thnisa variant of ecn, "this'. This statuette was dedicated by a man, Vel Sapu; the epithet 
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of Selvans ([. . .]ra) is unfortunately illegible. Both inscriptions seem to have Selvans in 
the genitive, but formed in different ways. One has the genitive suffix -/; in the other, 
nothing is added to the -s of the nominative to form the genitive -é ending. 

The importance of the god Selvans in Etruria is proved by the appearance of his name 
on the Piacenza liver (twice). It also appears on a significant group of ten dedications, 
eight of which are on bronze statuettes. One (from Tarquinia, now in the Vatican 
Museum) represents a baby wearing a good-luck charm, or bulla. The others, including 
two in the British Museum, show young men, either bare-chested with low-slung cloaks 
or nude. Three were dedicated by women (Larthi Lethanei, Velusa [. . .]Jans, and Ramtha 
Uftatavi, the latter perhaps meant to be Uftavi: compare Latin Octavius). 

One of these statuettes, in a private collection, is noteworthy for its unique inscription. 
Incised in vertical lines, it is scratched into the surface, starting from the right underarm. 
The words are divided by two dots: 


ecn: turce: avle: havrnas: tuthina: apana: selvansl: tularis 
*This gave Aule Havrna, a votive gift (?), on behalf of his father, to Selvans of the 
Boundaries.’ 


Avle is the neo-Etruscan form of the Archaic Avile. In a parallel development, the form 
Havrna is related to the name Havrenie on the bronze wine service from Bolsena. The 
statuette also probably comes from Bolsena, where Havrenie (Havrna) was evidently an 
important name. Apana, 'paternal', agrees with a recently discovered inscription which 
refers to apa atic, ‘father (apa) and mother (ati). The translation of tuthina here poses a 
problem; according to one scholar it means 'votive object'. But on the mantle of the 
famous life-size bronze Orator (‘Arringatore’) in Florence it has been translated as 
‘people’. 


Coins 
Etruscan coins, with their legends and symbols, give us a glimpse into another aspect of 
the life of these ancient and wealthy cities. The legends, like the designs, are in relief. 

On the coin in Fig. 40b, pupluna identifies the city of origin as Populonia, whose coins 
have come down to us in great numbers. Also known as Fufluna, Pupluna is the city of 
Fufluns (just as Athens is the city of Athena). Many coins come from Volsinii (Velznani, 
abbreviated Velz): a unique gold piece is in the British Museum. Volsinii was so wealthy 
that when the Romans sacked it they carried off two thousand bronze statues. 

The legend thezl, or thezi, on some beautiful silver coins, cannot be related to any city 
we know. 

We also find the following marks of value on Etruscan coins. 


» 2100 MIX 2121 
T 250 X 210 
XXX =30 JN mS 
AXX =25 «t =2 
XX z20 | 21 
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a. Silver stater of Thezle, uncertain mint, 4th century Bc. Unique. 
9.26 g. Obverse: three-quarter head of bull; around it, the inscription 
thezle. Reverse: swimming hippocamp (BM PCG III.C3.901315~4; TLE 
786). 





b. Bronze sextans of Populonia, 3rd century Bc. 12.4 g. Obverse: head 
of Herakles. Reverse: bow, arrow and club with inscription below, 
pupluna; between the arrow and the club a mark of value: two pellets 
(BMC Populonia, Appendix 3; TLE 789). 





c. Gold stater of Volsinii, c. 300 Bc. Unique. 4.67 g. Obverse: laureate 
young male head; below, on either side, a mark of value: X X. Reverse: a 
bull, with a dove flying above and a star; below, the inscription Velznani 
(BM PCG IIL.C2, 1848.8-19.1). 


40 Silver, bronze and gold coins, inscribed Thezle, Pupluna, Velznani. 


367 


ETRUSCAN 


368 


3 


Etruscan Inscriptions as 
Historical Evidence 


Inscriptions give evidence, direct and indirect, about Etruscan history, illuminating 
events and personages otherwise known to us only through the accounts of Greek and 
Roman authors. They testify to cultural, commercial and political contacts; and provide 
evidence about Etruscan society, religion, customs, magistracies and, through the 
mythological names, both local and those adapted from the Greeks, faint glimpses of the 
possible subjects of Etruscan literature and drama. 

The gold tablets from Pyrgi record, around 500 Bc, an historical event - the dedication 
of a cult place by Thefarie Velianas, king of Caere, to Phoenician Astarte (Ishtar, 
identified with Uni: Roman Juno) - and are consistent with the close alliance between 
Etruscans and Carthaginians mentioned by Aristotle in the fourth century. Just the 
names bring us closer to this historical past: Thefarie Velianas' first name would have 
been Tiberius in Latin. The ancient name of one of Caere's ports was Punicum, no doubt 
because of the intense traffic which at one time took place with Phoenician Carthage, 
whose citizens the Romans called Poeni. At the important sanctuary of Gravisca, the port 
city of Tarquinia, inhabited by Greeks from 600 to about 480 BC, gifts were offered and 
‘signed’ by Eudemos (from Athens?); Paktyes, probably a Lydian; Ombrikos, perhaps a 
Hellenised Umbrian; and, most famous of all, Sostratos of Aegina, who dedicated a 
marble anchor to Apollo. This Sostratos was probably the same as the merchant men- 
tioned by Herodotus (IV: 152) as trading with Tartessos in Spain. 

Other names from inscriptions ring a bell that sounds across the centuries. The name of 
Hannibal, Rome's great enemy, appears on the epitaph of a certain Felsnas, son of Larth 
Lethe, who was buried at Tarquinia aged 106 years, and claimed to have fought at Capua 
during the war with Hannibal (banipaluscle) at the end of the third century Bc. 

That the Vipinas brothers — pictured on an Etruscan mirror as well as in the wall- 
paintings of the Frangois Tomb from Vulci, and mentioned in Roman traditions referring 
to the legendary period of their history in the sixth century Bc — were real people is 
confirmed by a dedication scratched on bucchero vases of the same century from Veii: 
avile vipiiennas, Aulus Vipinas. The wall-paintings of the fourth-century François Tomb 
also record the names of other characters from Roman history: not only Aule and Caile 
Vipinas, but also Macstrna (Latin Mastarna, perhaps a title: magister?), elsewhere 
identified as Servius Tullius, Tarquin's heir and king of Rome, and Cneve Tarchunies 
Rumach, better known to us as Tarquin of Rome. In this ‘historical’ painting the killing 
of Tarquin accompanies a surprise attack on Etruscan allies of Rome by a group of heroes 
from Vulci. The victims came from Volsinii (velznach), Sovana (sveamach), Rome 
(rumacb), and perhaps Falerii. 

We have seen that most of the longest Etruscan texts which survive are religious or 
ritual in character: the Zagreb mummy wrappings, the Capua tile, the lead strip from 
Santa Marinella, the lead sheet from Magliano and the bronze model of a sheep's liver 
from Piacenza. This situation confirms the ancients’ view of the Etruscans as a deeply 
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religious people. They also wrote books on religion, recorded by Roman writers, which 
have not survived or been passed on through later copying. 

We owe our knowledge of the Etruscans' religious reputation in antiquity to the fact 
that the Romans admired and adopted many Etruscan rites, rituals and traditions. They 
called in Etruscan haruspices (priests specialised in divination), and for a while young 
Roman aristocrats were sent to Etruria, as they were later sent to Athens, to complete 
their education (Livy IX. 36). These young aristocrats evidently learned in Etruria the art 
of reading signs and omens, essential for generals, who had to observe such signs and 
prudently interrogate the gods about their intentions before setting off on a campaign. 

In the ancient Mediterranean, in Italy, in Rome and the Etruscan cities, where many 
gods held court, it was of the utmost importance to know precisely which god was 
involved in a particular affair. The divisions marked on the Piacenza liver reflected the 
regions of the sky and their boundaries, making it possible for the faithful to address their 
prayers, and their gifts, to the right god. Only thus could religious rites and prayers be 
effective. Ritual calendars like that on the Zagreb mummy wrappings specified which 
sacrifices and offerings were to be made to a particular god on a specific day. Votive 
offerings bore the name of the donor and that of the divinity as a reminder to the god. 

Writing had a special significance then which it no longer has today: it was powerful 
magic. When you wrote down a name you acted on it, for good or bad. You gave it a force 
and a permanence far beyond that of the spoken word. A prayer, or a curse, was written 
down in order to make if efficacious, so that it would work. In the same way, centuries 
later, Scandinavian runes (themselves derived from Etruscan script) were incised on 
spears to ensure that they hit their mark. 

Just as many inscriptions and public monuments in Athens, informing the people of 
even minor events and expenses, testify to the reality of fifth-century democracy, so 
Etruscan epitaphs testify to the prestige of their noble families, while the religious inscrip- 
tions of the Etruscan cities testify to the importance of their religious rites and to their 
ideas of the importance of boundaries (tular) of space — regions of land and sky, places 
between the living and the dead — and of time, the saecula. These boundaries were 
marked in many ways. Epitaphs, or elogia, the praise of the dead, funeral ceremonies, 
memorial services: these all had a special importance because the Etruscans had a special 
regard for the family dead. This is borne out by the richly furnished tombs and the many 
representations of male and female figures which, once thought to be wholly divine or 
wholly human, are now better understood as representing images of ancestors — the 
‘heroised’ dead. For an aristocratic family, the family tomb was a central symbol. So was 
the genealogy of the deceased, including the mother's family, and the visual reminder of 
their life, their marriage, their journey to the Underworld, the Greek mythology which 
bore witness to their culture. Later, when the *middle class' family emerged, it adopted 
the symbols and insignia of the élite. The family tombs of Volterra, Perugia, Chiusi, 
Tarquinia and other cities were filled with ash chests and caskets bearing images of the 
deceased, epitaphs and representations of Greek myths. Even the cheapest burials — as, in 
Chiusi, terracotta ollae or vases containing the ashes of the dead — were painted or incised 
with the names of the deceased. When Pallottino called the Etruscans the ‘People of the 
Book’, he was calling attention to this ritual aspect of writing. 

The number of surviving mirrors, their beauty and the interest of their scenes, often 
labelled with inscriptions, testify to the literacy, culture and wealth of the Etruscan 
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women for whom they were made. The importance of women in religion is shown for 
example by the fact that three out of ten surviving dedications to the god Selvans (p. 366) 
were made by women (though it could be that Selvans was in fact more closely associated 
with women). From the very earliest periods women received burials as luxurious as 
those of men — we have seen several of these in the preceding pages - and in general were 
held in high esteem in aristocratic Etruscan society. 

The importance of the woman's family is shown by the use of matronymics in many 
epitaphs. Yet Etruscan society was not matriarchal, as Bachofen believed (Tanaquil, 
1870). Matronymics in fact occur less often than patronymics and are regularly placed 
after them. We do not even know the word for ‘husband’: we only know the name of the 
‘wife (puia) of so-and-so’; not ‘so-and-so’s husband’. 

We know the names of many Etruscan magistracies and priesthoods which lasted as 
long as the Etruscan cities maintained their independence and their language. Prayers and 
magic spells in the Etruscan language survived beyond, into the Roman world, as exotic 
remnants. This was a world that spoke and wrote Latin and Greek, but on which the 
Etruscans had left their mark; and one which we cannot understand without taking into 
account what they have left behind, their monuments, their traditions and their inscrip- 
tions. 





41 Red-figure crater from Vulci, c.350 Bc, with Aivas (Ajax), 
despondent at his failure to win the arms of Achilles, committing suicide 
by impaling himself on his sword. His name is painted above, in white. 


H.39.75 cm (BM Vase F480, 1867.5-8.1328). 
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Oscan: The Agnone Tablet 
in the British Museum 


The Italic branch of the Indo-European family of languages consists of Latin, Umbrian, 
the dialects of the central Italian mountain tribes - the Marsi, Marrucini, etc. — and 
Oscan. The Oscan language coincides with the territory inhabited by the Samnite tribes: 
inscriptions have been found in Samnium, Campania, Apulia, Lucania and Bruttium, but 
most come from Pompeii and Capua. The earliest are coin legends of about 400 Bc; the 
latest, graffiti from the walls of Pompeii, probably dating from the early years of the first 
century BC. Over 200 inscriptions survive. Indeed, Oscan was not an unimportant 
dialect: after Etruscan, it was the chief language of southern Italy, while Latin was 
limited to Rome and Latium. 

Three alphabets were used: Oscan, Greek and Latin. The Oscan alphabet was usually 
written with finely traced letters. A reform of the writing system, in about 300 Bc, added 
the letters | and V, transcribed as f and ú, to signify that these vowels were open. 
U was used - often but not always - for o. Characteristic is the A, M| in its latest 
form. The d is written as R (the letter the Latins regularly used for the sound of r ). 
There was thus an exchange of signs, since the sound of r was indicated by the 
letter D. Digamma ( ] ), pronounced like Latin v or English w), must have been 
semi-vocalic, since it often appears in diphthongs: for example, thesavrum, Latin 
thesaurus, Greek tbesaurós. Z was pronounced (as in Etruscan) £ + s, The existence 
of the letter 8, pronounced f, was, in Oscan as in Umbrian, due to direct Etruscan 
influence. A Greek model, parallel to the Etruscan model, would account for the 
letters for b, g and d (B, G and R), which are absent or transformed in Etruscan: 
the reintroduction of the sounds b, g, d and the corresponding letters B, G and R 
resulted from contacts with the cities of Magna Graecia. 

Apart from the Oscan alphabet, a Greek alphabet (Ionic-Tarentine) prevailed, not 
surprisingly, in the regions of Magna Graecia, in Lucania and Bruttium, as well as among 
the Mamertines in Sicily. Later the Latin alphabet was used in colonies: the Oscan Tavola 
Bantina, for example, is written in this alphabet. For a number of years the Greek 
alphabet, which was long-lived, overlapped with the use of the Latin. 

Though we derive most of what we know about Oscan from inscriptions, certain 
observations on peculiarities of the language by ancient scholars, such as Varro (first 
century BC), have come down to us. These ancient scholars recognised Oscan, like 
Etruscan, as a distinct, separate language. We are told that Latin quidquid, ‘whatever’, 
was equivalent in pronunciation to Oscan pitpit; this means that the sound kw was 
rendered as a p. Varro also tells us (Lingua Latina, V1I:29), ‘senem ...Osci casnar 
appellant’, ‘the Oscans call an old man casnar. 

Oscan, Umbrian, Latin, and the other Indo-European dialects of central Italy were 
spoken by neighbouring peoples for a considerable length of time, and influenced each 
other. But Oscan shows surprisingly close similarities with languages other than Latin, 
particularly with Greek and with the Germanic languages. For example, the word for 
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Etruscan 


M 


c -€-OX«-Ama-oeX-A&cEZ,v—Owaesm v 


Oscan 


A 


CH c3 L1 ws byan 


R= Zoe 


KANVA 


Pronunciation 
(transcription) 


a 


b 


C, & 


w 


‘daughter’ in Oscan is futrei, related to Ger- 
man tochter, English daughter, Greek 
thugater; in contrast, the Latin word filia is 
quite unrelated to Oscan. 

The Romans did not pressure their neigh- 
bours to change over to Latin. The allies of 
Rome eventually felt it would be to their 
advantage to adopt the more prestigious 
Roman language: in 180 sc Cumae asked 
the Roman Senate for permission to adopt 
Latin as their official language instead of 
Oscan. For a long time, however, Oscan 
continued to be spoken and written in Pom- 
peii and elsewhere as the unofficial but real 
language of the people. 

The principal Oscan inscriptions are the 
Tavola Bantina, written in Latin characters; 
the cippus from Abella; the tablet from Ag- 
none; and groups of ritual inscriptions 
known as the iZvilas and eítuns, from the 
appearance of these words in the texts. In 
addition to ritual, votive, commemorative 
and funerary texts, we have building in- 
scriptions and magical inscriptions. 

The famous bronze tablet from Agnone, 
in Samnite country (Molise), was discovered 
in 1848. Measuring 28 x 16.5 cm, the 
tablet has a handle, with an iron chain from 
which it could be hung. It is said to have 
been found in a sanctuary, some traces of 
which still survive. It has been variously 
dated: some consider it the oldest Oscan in- 
scription (c. 250 Bc), others date it some- 
what later. Inscribed on both sides are the 
directions on the route to follow during the 
course of a ritual ceremony. The list of 
‘stations’ inside and outside the hurtin 
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keríiín, the ‘garden, or enclosure, of Ceres’, has been compared to the Christian ritual of 
the Stations of the Cross. Such a topographic route consists of separate ‘stations’ (statif), 
each of which has a special significance, or is evocative of a particular event. In the case of 
the Oscan ritual, each refers to the altar of a particular divinity, which is mentioned at 
some length on side A, and listed again more summarily on side B. To be noted is the close 
relationship of the back and front of the tablet, with each divinity’s ‘station’ lined up front 
and back. 

Some scholars have interpreted statif as ‘statue’ or ‘construction’, rather than ‘station’, 
It seems clear, in any case, that it coincides with the placement of the altar (aasa) of each 
god. These are all divinities connected with agriculture. They belong to the circle of 
Ceres, or Demeter, and in some cases show the influence of Magna Graecia; we can 
compare, for example, the ritual on the Etruscan inscription from Capua, not too far 
from this area. 


C TI Z 5p LL (uUa que a 


J AFANS 


f 8I ga» ky 


43 Bronze tablet from Agnone, c.250 Bc, inscribed front and back (BM Br 888, 
1873.8-20.119). 
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Side A 


1. status. pus. set. hurtin. | kerrtiin. 2. vezkei. statif. 3. evklúi. statif. kerri. statif. 
4. futret. kerrtiai. statif. 5. anter. statat. statif. 6. ammaí. kerriiai. statif. 7. diumpaís. 
kerrtiais. statif. 8. liganakdikei. entrai. statif. 9. anafríss. kerrtitis. statif. 
10. maattüís. kerrtinis. statif. 11. diúveí. verehasini. statif. 12. diúveí. regaturei. statif. 
13. hereklut. kerrtiui. statif. 14. patanaí. piístíat. statif. 15. deivai. genetaí. statif. 
16. aasaí. purasiaí. 17. saahtum. tefürüm. alttreí. 18. pütereípíd. akenei. 
19. sakahiter. 20. fiuusasiaís. az. hurtum. 21. sakarater. 22. pernaí. kerrtiai. statif. 
23. ammai. kerrtiai. statif. 24. fluusat. kerriiai. statif. 25. evklui. pateret. statif. 


Latin translation 


1. Ritus qui sunt in horto Cereali 2.*Vensici statio 3. Euclo statio. Cereri statio 
4. Filiae Cereali statio 5.*Interstitae statio 6. Ammae Cereali statio 7. Lumpis 
Cerealibus statio 8. Liganacdici *Interae statio 9. Imbribus Cerealibus statio 
10. Matis Cerealibus statio 11. Iovi Iuvenali statio 12. Iovi Rectoristatio 13. Herculi 
Cereali statio 14. Patanae Pistiae statio 15. Divae Genitae statio 16-19. In ara 
igniaria sanctum holocaustum altero quoque anno sanciatur 20. Floralibus ad hortum 
sacratur 21. Pernae Cereali statio 22. Ammae Cereali statio 24. Florae Cereali statio 
25. Euclo patri statio 


English translation 


1. The established ritual places which are in the enclosure of Ceres; 2. The stopping- 
place for Vensicus; 3. The stopping-place for Euclus; the stopping-place for Ceres; 
4. Thestopping-place for Ceres’ Daughter; 5. The stopping-place for Interstita; 6. The 
stopping-place for Amma; 7. The stopping-place for the Nymphs of Ceres; 8. The 
stopping-place for Liganacdix Interna 9. The stopping-place for the Rains of Ceres; 

10. The stopping-place for the Matis of Ceres; 11. The stopping-place for Jupiter 
Juvenal; 12. The stopping-place for Jupiter Rector, or Irrigator; 13. The stopping- 
place for Hercules of Ceres; 14. The stopping-place for Patana Pistis; 15. The stop- 
ping-place for the Goddess Genita. 16-19. At the Altar of Fire let a holy burnt offering 
(sacrifice) be sanctified every other year; 20-21. To the Florae by the enclosure let there 
be a sacrifice; 22. The stopping-place for Perna of Ceres; 23. The stopping-place for 
Amma of Ceres; 24. The stopping-place for Flora of Ceres; 25. The stopping-place for 
Euclus the Father. 


Side B 


1. aasas. ekask. eestínt. 2. hurtui. 3.vezket. 4. evklui. 5.fuutrei. 6. anter. stataí. 
7. kerrí. 8. ammaí. 9. diumpaís. 10. liganakdiket. entrai. 11.kerriiat. 12.anafríss. 
13. maatuis. 14. diuvei. verebasiá. 15. ditvet. pithiui. regaturet. 16. hereklut. 
kerritut. 17. patanaí. piistiat. 18. deivai. genetai. 19. aasaí. purasiai. 20. saabtum. 
tefurum. 21. alttret. putereipid. 22. akenet. 23. burz. dekmannitis. stait. 
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Latin translation 


1-2. Arae hae extant | horto 3.*Vensici 4.Euclo 5.Filiae 6.Interstitae 7. Cereri 
8. Ammae 9.Lumpis 10. Liganacdici Interae 11. Cereali 12. Imbribus 13. Matis 
14. Iovi Iuvenali 15. Iovi Pio Rectori 16. Herculi Cereali 17. Patanae Pistiae 
18. Divae Genitae 19. In ara igniaria 20-21. sanctum holocaustum altero quoque 
anno 23. hortus pensionibus decimanis stat. 


English translation 


1-2. These altars stand in the enclosure: 3. for Vensicus; 4. for Euclus; 5. for the 
Daughter; 6. for Interstita; 7. for Ceres; 8. for Amma; 9. for the Nymphs; 
10-11. for Liganacdica Interna of Ceres; 12.forthe Rains; 13.fortheMatis; 14. for 
Jupiter Juvenalis; 15. for Jupiter Pius Rector; 16. for Heracles of Ceres; 17. for 
Patina Pistia; 18.forDivine Genita; 19. At the Altar of Fire 20. a holy burnt offering 
21-22. every other year. 23. The enclosure is at the disposal of the Decimani. 


Notes 

Side A 

2. Vensicus: uncertain. Related to Venus? 

3. Greek Euklos, a chthonic divinity, of the circle of Demeter. 

4. Ceres’ Daughter = Persephone, Proserpina. 

5. "The Goddess Between’ (the mother and the daughter?). 

6, 23. Amma: ‘mummy’, mother 

7. Nymphs: divinities of the springs 

8. Legifera = Lawgiver? Latin lex, Oscan ligud; Interna = in between Nymphs, 


that is water of the earth, and rain, water from the sky = perhaps the dew. 


10. Matis, perhaps related to Mater Matuta, or an Italic divinity; related to maturus 
= ‘ripe’? 

13. Hercules is not usually involved with Ceres, earth divinities or vegetation; but in 
the Roman world he is sometimes connected with Silvanus (Etruscan Selvans). 

14. Patana = Panda in Latin, goddess of opening, ripening plants. The epithet Pistis 


is related to either faith or threshing. 

15. Genita: birth of plants. 

16. Aasai purasiaí; compare Latin ara, ‘altar’; Greek rôp, ‘fire’. 

17. Saahtum tefürün: ‘a sacrifice with fire’; tefurun is probably connected with 
Greek tépa, ‘cinders’, ‘ashes’. 20. Fiuusasiasís: compare Latin Flora, Italian 
fiore. 25. Patereí: ‘father’. 


Side B 
1. aasas ekask: the altars of the bortus, dedicated to the individual divinities. 
eestínt: elsewhere stabínt. 
23. hurz dekmannitiís stait: ceremonies in the hortus, where the offering of the tithe 


was carried out. The Dekmannis was apparently the priesthood in charge of 
performing these rites in the enclosure. 
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APPENDIX 1 


Etruscan Names 


PRAENOMINA (First Names) 


FEMININE 


H, Ha, F, Fa Hasti(a), Fasti(a) 


Abbreviations Th, Tha Thana 
Thch Thanchvil = Latin Tanaquil 
MASCULINE R. Ra Ramtha 
À, Ar, Ath Arnth, Aranth = Latin Arruns Rav Rn Ra(v)ntha, Raunthu 
Au, Av Aule, Avle, Avile = Latin Aulus ! ° 
C, Ca Cae, Cai = Latin Caius, Gaius (thana + cvil = ‘gift of Thana’?) 
vac vi ME Other first names 
Lc Larce MASCULINE FEMININE 
L, La, Lth Larth Cneve = Latin Cnaeus, Gnaeus Sethra 
L, Li, Lr Laris, Lars Caile = Latin Caelus Velia 
M Marce = Latin Marcus Cuinte = Latin Quintus Larthi(a) 
S, Sth Sethre Spurie = Latin Spurius Arnthi 
Ti Tite = Latin Titus Mamarce Tita 
Thefarie = Latin Tiberius 
Glossary of Etruscan Words 
*Words preceded by an asterisk are reconstructed from forms given by Greek and Roman 
writers. For names of divinities, see Index. For further information see vocabulary lists in 
Pallottino, Etruscans; Pfifg, Etruskische Sprache; and Thesaurus. 
AA 


ac make, offer, act; acazr objects offered 
in the tomb 

acale (Aclus) June 

ais, eis (pl. aisar, eisar) god 

aisin divine, of the gods 

disna, eisna divine, of the gods 

al give, offer 

alpan, alpnu gift, offering; willingly 

alphaze offering 

alumnatbe sacred society 

am to be 

an (ana, ane, anc, ananc) he, she 

apa father 

apana paternal 

apcar abacus 

ar-, er- to make, move, build 

*arac falcon 

“arim monkey 

ars- push away? 

aska type of vase (Gk askós) 

athre building (Lat. atrium?) 

ati, ativu mother, ‘mummy’ 

dti nacna grandmother 

avil year 


C DA 


-c and 

ca this 

camthi name of a magistracy 

cape,capi vase, container (cf Lat. capio?) 

*capr- April 

capra urn 

*capu falcon 

car-, cer- make, build 

cecha sacred things, ritual, ceremony, 
priestly; zilch cechaneri a title (see zil 
etc.) 

cechase name of magistracy 

cehen this one here 

cela room (Lat. cella) 


celi September 

celu priestly title 

cep-, cepen priestly title 

ces- lie 

cezp 8? 

cezpalch 80? 

ci 3 

cialch-, cealch- 30 

ciz three times 

cisra Caere 

clan (pl. clenar) son 

cletram basin, basket, cart for offerings 
(Umbrian &letra) 

cleva offering 

clevsin Chiusi 

creal magistrate 

creice Greek (Lat. Graecus) 

culichna vase, ‘little kylix’ (Gk &ylix) 

cupe cup (Gk kupé, Lat. cupa) 

cver, cvil gift, offering 


ch Y 


*chosfer (gloss) October 


E 4 


eca (see ca) 

eleivana of oil; aska eleivana vessel for 
oil (Gk élaion) 

-em minus 

enac, enach then, afterwards 

epl, pi, pul in, to, up to 

eslz twice 

etera, eteri foreigner; slave, client (serf?) 

etnam and, also 


F 8 


*falatu (gloss, falado) sky 
Jan- to consecrate? 
fanu sacred place (Lat. fanum?) 


favi grave, temple vault (Lat. fauissa?) 

fler offering, sacrifice 

flerchva all the statues, offerings 

flere divinity, god 

fleres statue 

frontac interpreter of lightning; see 
trutnuth (Gk. bronte?) 

fufluna see pupluna 


H BO 


bantbin in front of 

bec-, bech- put, place in front of, add 

berma, beramasva place, statue? (Gk 
Hermes) 

berme, hermu sacred society of Hermes 

hermi- (gloss, Ermius) August 

bintbial soul, ghost, reflection 

hintha, hinthu, hinththin below 

bus- (pl. busiur) youth, children; 
buzrnatre group of youths 

hath 6 


1 | 


ic, ich, ichnac how 

ica, ika this 

ilu- verb of offering or prayer 

in, inc it 

ipa relative pronoun 

ipe, ipa whoever, whatever 

“ister (gloss: Lat. histrio} actor 

ita, itu this 

*itu- (gloss: itus or ituare) to divide? (Lar. 
Idus) 


L | 


lauchum king (Lat. lucumo) 
lauchumna ‘belonging to a /ucumo’ (king 
or prince), palace 


lautni *of the family', freedman 
lautnitba, lautnita freedwoman 
lautun, lautn family, gens 
lechtum vase for oil (Gk lekytbos) 
lechtumuza little lekythos 

lein- to die? 

les- offer sacrifice 

leu lion 

lucair to rule 

luth sacred place 

lup-, lupu to die 


M ™ n 


-m, -um and 

mach § 

macstrev name of magistracy 

mal- to give, dedicate? 

malena, malstria mirror 

man, mani the dead (Lat. Manes) 

manin- to offer to the Manes? 

maru, marunu name of magistracy (Lat. 
maro, Umbr. maron-) 

masan, masn name of month? 

matam, matan above, before 

math honey, honeyed wine 

maruchva type of zilath 

mech people, league 

men- offer 

methlum district 

mi, mini I, me 

mul- to offer, dedicate as an ex-voto 

mulach, malak, mlach votive offering, 
dedication 

mun-, muni underground place, tomb 

mur- stay, reside 

murs urn, sarcophagus 

mutana, mutna sarcophagus 


N`“ 


nac how, as, because 

nefts, nef, nefi$ grandson (Lat. nepos) 
nene nurse, wet-nurse 

neri water 

nesna belonging to the dead? 

neth$ra haruspicina 

netévis haruspex 

nuna offering? 

nurph- 9 


P^ 


pachatbur Bacchante, maenad 

pachie- pachana Bacchic 

pacusnasie, pacusnasie Bacchic, 
Dionysiac 

papa, papacs grandfather 

papals of the grandfather: grandson 

parnich magistrate 

patna name of vase (Gk patane, Lat. 
patina?) 

penthuna, penthna cippus, stone? 

pi, pul at, in, through 

pruch, prucbum jug (Gk préchous) 

prumaths, prumats great-grandson (Lat. 
pronepos) 

puia wife 

pul see pi 

pulumchva stars? 


pupluna, fufluna Populonia 

purtb, purtbne name of magistrate or 
magistracy; dictator? 

put-, puth- cup, vase, well? (Lat. puteus, 
puteal?) 


Q 9 


qutun, qutum vase (Gk kothbon) 


R 4 


rach- prepare 

*rasenna, rasna Etruscan, of Etruria 
rath sacred thing 

ratum according to law (Lat. rite) 
ril aged, at the age of ... (years) 
rumach Roman, from Rome 

ruva brother 


SÉ M $ 


(s and $ are often interchangeable) 

ía4 

sac- carring out a sacred act 

sacni sanctuary 

sacnisa consecrate? 

sal- make, carry out 

sar, zar 10 

sath-, $at- put, establish, be put? 

sealch 40 

sec, sech daughter 

semph 7? 

semphalch 70? 

slicaches sacred society? 

snenath maid, companion (f) 

spur- city 

spurana, spureni having to do with the 
city 

ran, sren ornament, figure 

srencve decorated with figures? 

suc- declare 

suplu flutist (Lat. subulo) 

Sutb-, sut- to stay, place? 

Suthi tomb, grave 

Suthina for the tomb, sepulchral gift 

sval alive, to live 

sve similarly 

sveamach from Sovana 


T TF 


ta this 

tamera name of magistracy 

tarchnalthi at Tarquinia 

ten- to act as 

tes-, tesam- to care for 

tesinth caretaker 

teta grandmother 

tev- to show, set? 

tevarath onlooker, judge at the games, 
umpire 

tin- day 

tiu, tiv-, tiur moon, month 

tmia place, sacred building 

-tnam see etnam 

trin- to plead, supplicate 

truth, trut \ibation 

trutnuth, trutnvt priest (Lat. fulguriator) 

tul stone 
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tular, tularu boundaries 

tunur one at a time 

tur- to give 

tura incense 

turza offering 

tus funerary niche 

tusurthir married couple? (‘in the double 
urn’?) 

tuthi, tuti- community, state (Umbrian 
tota?) 

tuthin, tuthina- of the state, public 

tuthina the people; votive object? 


Th GO 


thafna cup 

tham- to build, found 

thapna vase (for offerings?) 

thaurch funerary 

thaure, thaura tomb 

thez- to make an offering 

thezl, thezi name of a city found on 
Etruscan coins 

thi pronoun 

thina vase, jar (Lat. tina, Gk dinos) 

thu one 

thucte name of month 

thui here, now 

thuni before 

thunz once 


U YV 


ulpaia jug (Gk olpe} 
une then 

usil the sun 

uslane at noon 

ut- carry out, perform 


v1 


vacal, vacil, vaci libation? 

*velcitna (gloss, Velcitanus) March 

velclthi at Vulci 

velsnalthi at Volsinii (velznani); 
velsnach from Volsinii 

vers- fire (or ladle?) 

vinum, vinm wine (Lat. uinum) 


Z Í 


zal, zel-, esal- 2 

zanena cup 

zar see sar 

zathrum 20 

zeri rite, legal action? 

zich- to write, incise 

zil- to rule? 

zil, zilac, zile, zilach, zilath a magistrate 
(Lat. praetor) 

ziv having lived, dead at 

ziva the dead, deceased 
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Page 

330-1 TLE 801-58 (glosses) 
331 TLE f 

333 TLE 55 


338 cf. TLE 504; TLE 282 

339 TLE 399, 278, 282, 1 

342-3 TLE 156 

345 TLE 1 

346 TLE 2, 878, 359 (CIE 5237), 570, 131 (CIE 5430) 

347 TLE 719, 752 

348 TLE 695 

352 TLE 88, 335 

356 de Simone 112-13 

357 TLE 3, 63, 761, 762, 5, 62, 64; cf. 7-8 

359 TLE 131 (CIE 5430), 190, 174, 902 

360-1 BM Br 700, 73.8~20.109 (CIE 10875); BM Br 654, 73.8-20.203 (TLE 
216, CIE 10877); BM Br 780, 73.8-20.211 (TLE 291-2, CIE 10855) 

363 TLE 129 

366 TLE 148, 559, 696, 719, 900; 651 

368 TLE 890, 293-303, 35 


abedecaries, alphabetic 
order 204, 216, 217, 
218-20, 229, 250 

Abu Salabikh 23, 44, 50, 
51 

Abu Simbel 127 

Abydos 109 

Achaeans 144 

Achaemenid 13, 52, 56, 
58, 60-2 

Achilles 306, 337, 344, 
355, 356 

acrophony 210, 255 

Aegina 266 

Aelos 122 

Afro-Asiatic 78, 134 

Agamemnon 352 

Agnone tablet 343, 372-5 

Ahuramazda 58 

Ajax 320, 337, 344, 355, 

. 370 

Akerblad, Johan 122, 123 

Akhenaten 89 

Akkad 23, 27, 30, 40, 51, 
65 

Akkadian 8, 16, 23, 25-7, 
43—6, 50, 63, 78, 
202-3, 204-5, 206, 
207, 210, 213, 215-6, 
255 

Al Mina 10, 265 

Alalah 71 

Albright, W.F. 130 

Alexander the Great 122, 
127, 269, 277 

Alexandria 120, 269, 
302-3 

alphabet: (Healey, J.F. 
196-257); 330, 333, 
335, 341, 371; Greek 
10, 82, 97, 132, 145, 
150, 152, 157, 162, 
183, 185, 189; Italic 
10; Korean 7; Latin 10, 
132; Phoenician/ 
Canaanite 130, 131 


Index 


alphabetic principle 201-3, 
210-13 

alphabetic scripts, 
relationship between 
main 255 

alphabetic writing 107 

Amanitere 134 

Amazons 352 

Amenophis 109 

Amenophis n 91 

American Indians, North 6 

Amharic 206, 241 

Ammenemes 11 118 

Ammonite 229 

Amnisos 152, 170, 176 

Amorite 50, 57 

amulets 92 

Amun 89 

Antiochus 278 

Anubis 86, 118 

Aphrodite 185 

Apollo 285, 338, 346, 
351, 353 

Apophis 91 

Apries, King 120 

Apulia 351, 371 

Arabic 11, 26, 31, 40, 57, 
78, 97, 203, 204, 205, 
206, 207, 213, 217, 
219, 220, 227, 235, 
236, 241, 243-50, 254, 
255 

Aramaic 26, 27, 35, 36, 
40, 46, 52, 56, 62, 
203, 204-7, 213, 
221-9, 232, 236-42, 
243, 244, 246-9 

Aratta 21 

Arcadia 176, 266 

Archaic: Egyptian 80, 81, 
Greek 10 

Arezzo 328, 343, 359, 
364; chimaera 343 

Argonauts 282 

Argos 266, 312, 315 

Aristotle 302 


Arringatore 343, 366 

Arsinoe 122 

art (Egyptian): relationship 
with writing 86, 89, 
110 

Artemis 296, 334, 364 

Artile 353 

Ashur 28, 51, 71 

Ashurbanipal 38, 42-4, 
46-9, 67 

Asia Minor 8 

Asklepios 277 

aspirates 11, 277, 332 

Assyria 16, 28, 38, 46, 
47, 67 

Assyrian 16, 26, 34-6, 45, 
48, 62, 67, 109, 204, 
227, 228, 236 

Astarte 346, 359, 368 

Aswan 126 

Athena 274, 289, 308 

Athens 262-4, 266, 268, 
270, 274, 285, 287, 
289-96, 302, 305-8, 
312 

Autocrator 127 

Avestan 58, 59, 62 


Babylon 16, 27, 28, 31, 
35, 38, 40, 42, 45, 48, 
56, 66, 67, 69 

Babylonia 37, 42, 45, 47, 
48 

Babylonian 13, 16, 26, 27, 
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books 330, 341, 346, 355, 
369 

Bouchard, Pierre 120 
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311-12 

dialects 81 

dice 302, 340 

Dilmun 21 

Dikte 170 

Diodorus Siculus 119, 
268-9 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
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246-7, 351, 358-9 
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Epirus 266 
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220, 241-2, 254 

Gelb, I.J. 203 
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Godin Tepe 17 
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32, 35, 37, 40, 45, 46, 
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335, 341-4, 348, 357, 
359, 364-5, 368, 
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Hatran 236, 240 
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Hebrew 26, 50, 53, 56, 
58, 62, 78, 203, 204, 
205-7, 213, 214-7, 
221-9, 236-8, 241, 
242, 245, 250, 254 
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359, 368 

Heraeans 263, 311, 316 
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herm 282 

Hermes 177, 282, 349-51 
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93-5, 123 

hieroglyphic see Crete, 
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213,221, 255 
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Horus 92 
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Iasos 278 
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Israel 226 
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jars, inscribed 144, 157 
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236-7 
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Kadmos 201, 230 
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204, 206, 213, 218, 
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340, 345, 359, 370, 
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Latium 364 
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letter-order 204, 216, 217, 
218-8, 220, 229, 250 

libation tables 181-2 

libraries 48-9 
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164-5, 208, 267, 286, 
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161-4, 178-82, 183-4, 
186, 190, 192. 
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136-95; 8,9, 11, 12 
literacy 10, 43-8, 99, 342, 

369—70 
Livy 278, 341, 369 
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7, 8,9,12 
Lugalzagesi 24, 17 
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Lyktos 170 


Mada'in Salih 238, 250 

Magliano 343, 346, 369 

Magna Graecia 364, 371, 
373 

Mallia 142 

Mandaic 240 

Manetho 128 

Mari 43, 47, 48, 54, 71 

Maris 346, 350-1 

Mars 343, 350 

Marsiliana d'Albegna 333, 
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Masson, E. 185 

mathematics 31, 45 

Megara 266 

Melos 179 

Memphis 81 

Menelaos 350, 355 

Meroitic 133-4 

Mesopotamia 112, 204, 
205, 207, 210, 216, 
221, 238, 240, 255 
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42 

Middle Babylonian 27, 34, 
38 
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83, 102, 113 

Miletus 271 

Minerva 335, 337, 
349—51, 354, 364 

Min-nefret 89 

miniscule (lower case 
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Minoan 9, 141, 144, 151, 
161, 179, 185, 190, 
192, 193 

Minos 141, 142, 194 

mirrors 343-4, 347-55, 
369 

Mitanni 28, 54 

Moabite 224, 228-9 

monosyllable 8 

monumental/formal script 
10, 11, 208, 240, 246 

monuments 38-42 

Mycenae 9, 140-1, 144-5, 
170 


Myres, Sir. J. 142 


Nabatean 206, 220, 236, 
238—9, 240, 244, 246, 
248, 249, 250 

Nabonidus 30, 42 

Namara 248 

names of letters 204 

Naram-Sin 30, 40, 49 

Narmer's Palette 6, 110, 
112 

Natakemeni 134 

Naucratis 311 

Naveh, J. 229 

Nebuchadnezzar n 40, 42, 
68, 69 

Nemea 276 

Neo-Assyrian 28, 30, 37, 
38, 42 

Neo-Babylonian 27, 34, 
38 

Neo-Etruscan 334-5, 
365-6 

Nestor 144 

Neptune 345 

Nineveh 17, 25, 28, 34, 
46-8, 71 

Nigursu 25 

Nippur 43, 45, 48, 71, 72 

Norris, Edwin 62 
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147, 149, 156, 165, 
179-80, 254, 267-8, 
291-4, 303-4, 340, 
344, 366 

Nuzi 28, 72 


Odysseus 354-5 

offering formula 118 

Old Akkadian 24, 26, 27, 
34, 51 

Old Assyrian 28, 37, 47, 
71 

Old Babylonian 25, 27, 
30, 33, 34, 36-8, 40, 
43-5, 47-9, 57 

Old Egyptian 80, 81, 109 

Old Persian 50—1, 56—62 

Olympia 269, 276, 286, 
311, 316 

omens 296 

Omotic 78 
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Oppert, Jules 62 
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oracle bones 7 

Orchomenos 296, 299 
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89, 93, 96, 150, 179, 
187, 192, 267, 272, 
271, 280, 292-4, 
295-6, 335 

origins of writing 109-12 

Orvieto 354, 360 

Oscan 333, 335, 345, 
371-5 

Osiris, 118, 120, 134 


palaeography 208 

Palaipaphos 188 

Palestine 208, 210, 211, 
212, 213, 217, 221, 
222, 224, 238, 255 

palette: Narmer’s 6, 110, 
112; scribe's 92-3 

Pallottino, Massimo 369 

Palmyrene 236, 239-40, 
243, 244, 246, 249 
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papyrus 207-8, 225-6, 
228 

Paris (Trojan hero) 356 

pen (reed) 32-6, 96, 98 

Pentheselea 306, 352 

Perikles 289 

Persepolis 56, 58, 60 

Persian 9, 13, 51, 56, 58, 
59, 60, 205, 227, 228, 
236, 246, 250 

Perugia 328, 346, 364, 
369 

Petra 206, 238, 250 

Petrie, Flinders 129, 130 

Phaistos 142, 170, 179, 
190-4 

Perseus 349 

Philae 82, 96, 126, 134 

Phoenician 9, 10, 201, 
203, 205, 208, 211, 
212-3, 214, 216, 218, 
219, 221-9, 231, 232, 
233, 234, 255, 264-7, 
324, 333, 346, 349, 
368 
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pictograms, pictographic 
6, 147, 149, 154, 164, 
177-8, 192, 210, 211, 
219 

Pindar 269, 312 

Piraeus 287-8 

Pisistratus 296 

Pithekoussai (Ischia) 324 

Plotinus 119 

Pollux 337, 355 

Populonia 366 

Porsenna 342, 357 

Potidaea 269, 289-91 

Praeneste 328 

Priene 277 

printing 7 

pronunciation 332, 336-7 

Proto-Arabian 220 

Proto-Canaanite/Proto- 
Sinaitic 129-32, 133, 
210, 212-3, 216, 217, 
218, 219-21, 228, 233 

Proto-Elamite 19, 51, 112 

Ptolemy 122, 123, 124, 
126, 127, 269, 300, 
304 

Ptolemy v Epiphanes 120 

Puech, E. 56 

Punic 221 

Pylos 143, 144, 151-4, 
167, 170-4, 176 

Pyrgi 330-1, 343, 346, 
359, 364, 368 


Ramesses 109, 128 

Rashid 120 

Rasenna 324, 357 

Rawlinson, H. 12, 13, 56, 
59, 62 

Re’ 91 

rebus principle 
(phoneticisation) 8, 
103, 110 

reed pen 32-6, 96, 98 
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8 


Rhamnous 276, 312 

Rhegion 263-4, 268, 270, 
274, 279-80 

Rhodes 266, 315 

Rhoummas 270, 282 

Rich, C.J. 69 

Roman alphabet, Romans 
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358, 362, 368-70, 372 
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126, 128, 134, 300-1 

Russian (Cyrillic) 11, 275, 
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Sacy, Sylvestre de 122 

Sahidic 81, 97, 99 

Samaritan 226-8, 241 

Samsuiluna 40, 48 

Sanskrit 193-4 

Santa Marinella 346, 368 

sarchophagi and ash urns 
343, 361-3 

Sargon 1 23, 24, 27, 30, 47 

Schliemann, H. 140, 145 

scribal training 43-6, 99, 
101 

scripts, classification of 
146 

sealings, seal-stones 
140-2, 145, 178, 190, 
344, 356 

Sejong, King 7 

Seleucid Dynasty 47 

Semitic 9, 10, 25, 26, 50, 
56, 57, 62, 78, 102, 
130, 181, 185, 187, 
204—7, 208, 211, 213, 
217, 219; 231, 232, 
250 

Semele 351 

Sennacherib 31, 42, 46, 67 

separation of words 209, 
242 

Serebit el-Khadim 129, 
210 

Servius Tullius 368 

Shanakdakhete, Queen 
134 

Shang Dynasty 7 

Shuruppak (Fara) 23 

sibilant 332 

Sicily 266, 311, 324, 364 

Sigeion 267, 271, 296 

Silvanus 347, 364-5, 370 

Sinai 129, 130, 131, 210, 
221 

‘Sinuhe, The Story of 101 

Sippar 48, 71 
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Skambonidai 294-5 

Smyrna 281 

South Arabian 217, 218, 
219-20, 238, 241, 242 

Sovana 368 

Sparta 263, 266 

spelling, rules 153, 155, 
160 

stoichedon 267, 272 

Strabo 277 

Sumerian/Sumero- 
Akkadian 6, 7, 8, 9, 
16, 17, 18, 21, 22, 
24-7, 30, 40, 43-6, 
50-2, 62-4, 78, 112, 
203, 207, 214, 215, 
255 

Susa 17, 19, 42, 51,71 

syllabic punctuation 335 

syllabary 6, 7, 8, 9, 146, 
156-8, 201, 203, 242 

syncope 335 

Syracuse 311 

Syriac 8, 206, 207, 232, 
236, 238, 243-6, 249, 
250, 254 


tablets (clay) and stylus 
32-6 

Taras 266, 312 

Tarquinia, Tarquins 346, 
352, 353, 357, 359, 
362, 366, 368, 369 

Tell Brak 17, 50 

Tell ed-Der 48, 71 

Thebes (Egypt) 81, 99, 
124; (Greece) 144-5, 
170 

Thefarie Velianas 346, 
368 

Themistocles 270 

Tersites 282 


Thessalonika 264, 278-9 

Thoth 110, 128 

Thucydides 263, 269, 289 

Tiryns 145, 170 

Tomis 286-7 

transcription 332 

transliteration 206 

transposition: graphic 85; 
honorific 86 

Trojans, Trojan War 140, 
144, 185, 355, 356 

Troilos 355 

Turkish 235, 250 

Tuscania 362-3 

Tuthmosis 128 

Tuthmosis m 117 


Ugaritic 27, 50, 54-6, 71, 
185, 204, 205, 211, 
213-8, 219, 220, 221, 
229, 232, 246 

Ulysses 354-5 

Umbrian 330, 333, 335, 
343, 345, 368, 371 

uncial script 11 

Ur 21, 23, 27, 40, 43, 47, 
65, 71,72 

Ur m 24, 25, 27, 32, 33, 
34, 36, 47, 48, 56 

Ur-Nammu 40, 65 

Urartian 34 

Uruk 17, 19, 21, 22, 24, 
40, 44, 51, 71 


variant (signs) 150, 156 

Varro 371 

vases 342, 357-9; Greek 
342, 357 

Veii 357 

Veneti 333, 345 

Ventris, M.G.F. 12, 13, 
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verbs 7, 339 

vessels 182 

Virolleaud, C. 214 

Volsinii 328, 359, 366, 
368 

Volterra 328, 363, 369 

votives 277, 302, 309-11, 
316, 343, 364-6 

vowel-letters 229 

vowels, vocalisation 8, 
108-9, 203, 206, 207, 
232, 237, 238, 241-2, 
244-6, 250, 335-6, 
371 

Vulci 358-9, 368 


Wace, A.J.B. 144 

weapons 172-3, 176 

West Semitic 203, 210, 
211, 212, 214-5, 218, 
222, 229, 254, 255 

Weston, Rev. Stephen 120 

wood 7 

word division 209, 242 

word signs/logograms 6, 

writing materials 27-30, 
207-9 

writing, use of 145, 157, 
167, 179 


Xerxes 58 


Young, Thomas 122-124, 
126, 127 


Zagreb mummy wrappings 
331, 339, 345, 369 
Zeus 162, 177, 269, 311, 
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Zhou Dynasty 7 
Ziusudra 23 
Zoroastrian 58 


